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Abstract 
Stigma of sex workers have been mentioned in many empirical studies. Issues 
about identity crisis of sex workers have emerged from previous researches. By 
in-depth interviews conducted on 14 females sex workers working in a city located in 
Southwestern China, this paper studies their identity construction. Identity means one 
set of an individual's personal information and social information. A self includes 
many identities. In this research, I would like provide a prism to look into sex 
workers' identity construction, and to see sex workers' management and control of 
their stigmatized identity, work identity and gender identity. In dealing with 
stigmatized identity, sex workers present their experiences of stigmatization, their 
suffering from consequences of stigmatization, and their strategies in managing the 
stigma. Following this, in sex workers' work identity, this paper shows how sex 
workers manage their relationship with clients, co-workers, bosses and their working 
selves. In gender identity, the chapter demonstrates sex workers' role fulfillment in 
being mother, daughter and wife/lover, and how sex workers construct gender identity 
in the arena of their bodies, emotions and values. Their narratives presented in this 
paper indicate that the main theme of sex workers' identity construction is to build up 
gendered self-worth. They affirm their gendered self-worth to resist stigmatization; 
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they keep their real selves from entering their work arena, avoiding their work from 
contaminating the rest of their identities; they show great loyalty and devotion to their 
gender roles, and they resort to traditional gender ideologies to strengthen their 
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Chapter 1: Introduction: Background and Purpose of This Research 
With the advent of modernization, the embeddedness of traditional knowledge which secured and 
grounded the "I" of the subject was disrupted by the fragmenting social process of modernity 
which experience of identity loss gave rise to alienation and anomie...As modernity advanced, 
new identities, multiple, partial, conflicting, became commonplace. (Brewis and Linstead 
2000a: 189) 
1. Prostitution/sex work in China: Upsurge in an era of HIV/AIDS 
Prostitution exists through China's history. As an institution, it was formed as 
early as in the Tang (616-907) dynasty in China (Wang 2006). Until Qing Dynasty 
(1644-1911), large number of brothels existed in many main cities and they were 
officially sanctioned and regulated (Pochagina 2005). In the Qing legislation, there 
were several laws regulating prostitution and relations with prostitutes. Prostitutes 
were defined as "low-ranking persons" (jian ren) and were discriminated by laws and 
regulation (Pochagina 2005). For example, sons of prostitutes were not eligible to 
participate in state examinations, and prostitutes were not allowed to marry men from 
the upper classes, although in many cases they became concubines in the rich families 
(Pochagina 2005). At the beginning of the century, with the sex business 
flourished in many cities especially the colonized cities and open harbor cities, 
intellectuals of the Fourth of May Movement considered prostitution a "symbol of 
national backwardness and social problem in need of a solution" (Pochagina 2005: 
92). 
After People's Republic of China (P.R.C.) was formed, prostitution and trade in 
women were prohibited by law, and numerous campaigns were carried out to wipe 
out the remains of the "old society". Nationwide abolishment of prostitution was 
implemented. During 1950-1953, in Shanghai, for example, 5,333 prostitutes were 
arrested and sent to re-education centers (Pochagina 2005). In this period, the 
impression of prostitution in the propaganda by the central media was quite partial. 
Henriot comments on this propaganda as "naturally, and legitimately, stresses a vision 
of exploitation and degradation of women" (Henriot 1995:467). Most of prostitutes 
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were re-educated by doing labor work in the labor training centers and after 
re-education, they returned to their family, joined industrial firms, or were sent to 
state farms (Henriot 1995).The overt prostitution therefore vanished from Chinese 
society, which was considered one of the most important achievements of the newly 
established government (Gil 1996). However, some scholars argue that underground 
prostitution might still exist in China after the abolition movement, in spite of the 
blank record in media reports (Pochagina 2005). 
It was in 1983 that the first official report on the revival of prostitution came out, 
prepared by All-Chinese Women's Federation and the Ministry of Internal Affairs and 
Security (Pochagina 2005). The revival of prostitution was closely linked with the 
economic reforms took place in China from 1978. With the regime no longer have 
totalitarian control on its people and society，prostitution is "as rife as ever, and for 
the worse" (Henriot 1995: 486).The reform brought people with chances to earn more 
money and opportunities to know more about cultures and values of foreign countries. 
And resurgence of prostitution is regarded as a symptom of consumerism and 
materialism. The new economic strategy has encouraged large-scale population 
mobility. With under-employment and poverty in the rural area and peasants 
expecting to improve their life, they have been rushing towards the urban area for 
jobs. Many female sex workers are among this floating population originated from 
rural area. "The return of prostitution in China, it will be argued, is a consequence of 
the interplay of modernization factors; it is fueled by disposable income, reform 
policies, old but resurging gender values and liberalization attitudes" (Gil et al 1996: 
143). 
According to conservative estimation, there are six million prostitutes in China 
(Settle 2003). Chinese government assesses that sex workers in China has reached 6 
million (WHO 2003). The largest number I have reviewed is 20 million, inferred by a 
Chinese economist Yang Fan (Pochagina 2005: 94). Facing large population of 
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underground sex workers, with actual HIV/AIDS affected individuals up to 840,000 
(Yang et al 2004), the Chinese government pays high attention to the potential danger 
of sex workers' transmitting HIV/AIDS and other STDs. In China, sharing of 
contaminated injection equipment by intravenous drug users accounts for 70 percent 
of all HIV infections in China (Zhang and Ma 2002). Heterosexual unsafe sex, mainly 
between sex workers and their clients, accounts for 8 percent of all HIV infections 
(Settle 2003). The widespread threat of AIDS transmission has stimulated the 
government's worries and sex workers are often named as one of the culprits. Zeng Yi, 
the chair of the Chinese STDs and AIDS Prevention and Control Centre stated that 
"sexual transmission is the leading way of transmitting HIV/ ADDS", and "the 
government should 'strike hard' (yanda) against prostitution" (Zhang 2005b:39). 
While some studies reveal that the heterosexual transmission of HIV is expanding and 
will account more in the total transmission group (Yang et al 2004), others refute that 
the government tends to exaggerate the sexual transmission's threat to public health, 
which is a strategy to control the expansion of the sex industry (Zhang 2005a). 
The Chinese government has been imposing repressive policies against 
prostitution. Each year, the police record that between 40,000 to 50,000 "sex-selling 
(mai yin)" women are arrested and sent to re-education centers (Qu et al. 2002). Pan 
et al (2006a) review the laws and regulations against prostitution from 1981 to 2001, 
and contends that although the frequency of campaigns has been intensified and the 
punishment getting more severe, it helps little to solve the expansion of prostitution. 
The above is a brief review of the unique setting locating sex work/workers in 
contemporary China. We can see that the upsurge of prostitution is correlated with 
China's modernization process. Sex workers are a kind of secret group, as we know 
the group's existence, but we do not know the members of it. The discussion on 
prostitution/sex work in China today, is intertwined with issues of social reform, 
public health and morality. The social context to situate sex work is a country of rapid 
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social and economic development, and geographic migration. Sex workers are facing 
opportunities as well as challenges that transcend their ability to control. This is "a 
social landscape of differing personal aspirations, confusing new roles and emergent 
identities" (Gil et al 1996: 143). However, individual sex worker is so conspicuous in 
this continuum. This research is to present their individual voices by showing female 
sex workers' identity construction in present mainland China, in a society undergoing 
"moral chaos", in an era of many meanings and much more interpretations. 
2. Rationale and significance of research 
Like sex workers in all other countries, female sex workers in China experience 
discrimination, stigmatization and social exclusion. In social rhetoric, they do not 
really process a concrete name. They are designated as "sex-selling women (mai yin 
funu" in official and legislative discourses; they are "Misses (xiao jie)" in popular 
languages; they are "sex workers (xing gong zuo zhe)" in academic researches and 
intervention projects, etc. With large quantity of researches conducted on health 
issues of sex workers, it seems that they are emerging from the underground to the 
public. However, these medical researches may provide biased image of sex workers 
and might increase public condemn on them as disease transmitters. Sex workers are 
experiencing identity lost in various marking processes, many of which are 
marginalizing them, with an intention to regulate them or exclude them. The force of 
the naming is enormous. This naming process "has devastating consequences for 
emotions, thought, and behavior" (Jones et al 1984: 4). Up to now, in our discussion 
of sex workers, the understanding of sex work is shaped by "discourses which are 
primarily institutionalized textual formulations in legal reasoning, administrative and 
organizational rules, literacy and journalistic accounts of those rules and their relation 
to everyday life, which have an impact on the ways in which people think, speak and 
act" (Brewis and Linstead 2000a: 190). Sex workers' own account of their identity in 
relation with their doing sex work, is still a blind spot. 
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This research aims to systematically explore identity issue of female sex workers 
in mainland China. Theories of identity management will be put into everyday setting 
of sex workers and behavioral outcome of other forms of strategies will be 
supplementary to these theories. In social researches, "there are three levels of 
analysis: the larger society，the group and the individual level" (Ponse 1978: Preface). 
This research tries to link the individual account of experience with the macro social 
context. Identity issues are not only business of individuals. It can reflects the social 
setting where traditional culture, current social thoughts, modernity and globalization 
interplay. The analysis of sex workers' identity will be located in contemporary 
China's unique situation. With identity as a medium, I would like to see the 
interaction of the macro-level social transformation with the micro-level individual's 
self construction. 
This research will offer recommendations for intervention programs by 
government or other organizations, as I would demonstrate sex workers' own account 
of their entries into sex work, their narration of their work world, changes in their 
value and self-recognition. In this display, sex workers' vulnerabilities and 
empowerment can be addressed, and their achievements and pains could be 
suggestive to project designers to suit their requests and demands. Also, sex workers' 
personal experiences are closely linked with social structure in present China. Sex 
workers' entering and existing sex work are out of their concern of survival and 
economic return. Macro-level arrangement by the government affects many 
lower-class women's destiny. This paper will reveal the underlying macro-micro 
connections behind the identity talk. 
3. Research framework 
In studies of social aspect of individuals, "self and "identity" are commonly 
used terms. Self, is a term which designates the individual per se. Self is an entity, is 
the integration of all recognition and image for one to regard as himself or herself. 
5 
But identity is a category of certain combination of personal information of an 
individual. In sociological studies, the term identity is often referred to as "social 
identity", which implies that an identity is always formed in an individual's 
interaction with the others, something "social" - structural, collective, integrative, etc., 
which is compared to personal, individual, and micro psychological process. A self 
always include several identities, in terms of their social roles, in terms of their 
attributes that make them entitled with certain kind of naming from others. Each 
identity has its properties. Some are constant, like gender-role-based identities as 
mother hood, daughterhood. Some are short-termed or transient, like a work identity 
in a part-time job. The identities some times exist in coherence with each other, and 
sometimes they result in conflicts. 
I take the standpoint of symbolic interactionism that meanings are important to 
individual and they can seek, define and transform meanings. "Symbolic 
interactionism is distinguished from more deterministic views of humans in its 
emphasis on the volitional character of the individual and in the important place it 
accords the individual in the interpretation and understanding of human behavior" 
(Ponse 1978: 7). Exploration on identity is also a meaning-seeking process, and it is 
core concept in symbolic interactionism (Charon 2001) Identity is the premise of a 
person's meaning-seeking behaviors, as a definition of self sets the boundary between 
a person's inner world and the world outside. "Identity is the name we call ourselves, 
and usually it is the name we announce to others that tells them who we are as we act 
in situation" (Charon 2001: 74). I agree on the role the self plays in one's identity 
construction but the agency of individuals are confined, as the options and constraints 
are placed by others, by the external social structure. 
However, there exists a special category of social identity which has arouses 
discussion and researches surrounding the term "stigma". Stigma is a unique category 
in social identity studies. In the subfield — studies of stigmatized identity, a series of 
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theories have been developed and many empirical studies have followed. Out of the 
numerous existing works, Erving Goffman's classic work Stigma has been frequently 
cited and criticized. Goffman defines stigma as "an attribute that is deeply 
discrediting" (1963:13). A self with stigma is stigmatized, and he or she owns a 
stigmatized identity. 
Goffman's work suggests how information controls techniques, like passing and 
covering, can help the stigmatized manage the disclosure and expansion of their 
stigmas. But this way of managing the stigma is only defensive, conventional. 
Fundamental force guiding individuals is seek of self-worth and meaning (Earnest 
1971).When we confess that stigma really causes the reduction of a person's 
self-worth, then besides defense, individuals can develop ways to construct a self with 
self-worth just to meet the gap damaged by stigma. 
Body, of course, is indispensable to understanding of self and identity. Although 
a self has only one body, different identities may have different physical displays 
accordingly. Body is the arena of identity management and it is also the object on 
which one has exerted control and alterations to present a certain identity. Goffman 
(1963)'s work shows how individuals control the physically discrediting attributes to 
manage stigma. The interaction of the body and the identity is rather more complex 
than information management. The demarcation of body and soul is an analogy of 
female sex workers' management of their identities and their bodies to cope with 
identity troubles. 
Identity is interactive and it is built in social relationship with others. However, 
identity construction is also an interaction with self. "The self is the internal 
environment toward which we act" (Charon 2001:74).In identity construction, 
individual needs to have inner dialogue with self and to exert control and alteration on 
themselves. Identity construction is not only a psychological activity. In this course, 
each individual can have routine strategies and other practical skills. 
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In this research, identity is about how sex workers regard themselves in an 
environment with multiple forces to designate them. Identity is a terrain where one 
interacts most with oneself. Also in this process, macro-micro interaction is inevitable. 
The identity construction is to find a place of value in the symbolic world of the other. 
This research is to look at sex workers' identity construction in their management of 
relationship with others, and in their interaction with their selves. 
4. Layout of thesis 
Construction of a gendered self 
Stigmatized Identity Work identity Gender identity 
Management in relationship with others and with self; Building self-worth 
In the next chapters, after literature review and methodology, I would like to 
start my analysis with sex workers' stigmatized identity. Although stigma is a notion 
appears frequently in discussion on female sex workers, what it signifies in 
experiences of sex workers has rarely been elaborated. In Chapter 4，I would like to 
record the encounter where sex workers experience stigma, their feelings and 
emotions, the impacts of stigmatization on them. Beyond these sufferings, I would 
like to see sex workers' way of managing stigma, how they control the information, 
and how they generate normalization techniques to bleach their stigma and affirm 
their value. 
If we can agree that stigma causes many tensions, pressures and self-disliking 
sentiments among sex workers, then defending the minimizing power of 
stigmatization is not the end of female sex workers' struggle. In their management of 
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sex work, female sex workers should also exert control of their relationship with 
clients and co-workers, in a way to keep a distance from the stigmatized job. Chapter 
5 is on sex workers' management of their "work identity". The claim that sex workers 
are workers and they have professionalism in their service is getting more and more 
acceptable in existing researches. In this chapter, it is sex workers' own view on their 
work identity that gives us answer to whether they are workers. 
Regarding that gender as a personal achievement which an actor is always doing 
in mundane life, in Chapter 6 I would like show female sex workers' gender identity 
construction. Female sex workers construct of self-worth as women out themselves in 
their gender role fulfillment, in their monitor and control on their body and emotions, 
and in their own imagination of ideal woman and ideal marriage. I regard gender as 
the most vital part of sex workers' identity construction, as the identity crisis they 
experience is much related with their being women. Following this, Chapter 7 is a 
brief conclusion with implications drawn from this research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review: Female Sex Workers and Identity 
This paper is to demonstrate Chinese female sex workers' identity construction. 
Identity is the abstract form of the oldest philosophical question: "who am I?" "Who 
we are, or who are we seen to be, matters enormously (Jenkins 2004: 3)". I chose this 
perspective to study sex workers because after reviewing some academic literature as 
well as popular records of female sex workers, I have found that both in foreign 
context and in social settings in China, female sex workers have been named 
variously out of the interest of different definitional forces. Every definition, or every 
name put on them, is a minimizing force, reducing them into categories from whole 
individuals. The naming as a social identity given to female sex workers, determines 
their 'rightfulness' in social structure, their position, their human rights, and their 
relationship with other social actors. Thus behind all the existing researches on 
female sex workers, lies the intention of certain agents to designate them. "Studying 
the declasses in any society can tell us a great deal about the respectable, about their 
mentality, morality, and even their attitudes about social control and mobility 
(Gronewold 1982: 2)". Accordingly, studying the identity construction of 
marginalized group in a society can reflect much about the social structure, about the 
cultural values, etc. In this chapter, I am going to sort out different perspectives on 
categorizing and treating sex workers' identity in existing researches, with the sources 
being sociological, medical, historical, etc. I would like to find out in what context 
and towards what orientation is female sex workers' identity being discussed, and 
imply the possible limitations these researches may have. I would also review identity 
theories as well as empirical identity studies on other marginalized social groups, to 
find out what existing researches and theories have contributed to the initiation and 
fulfillment of this research. In the last section, I would like to review researches on 
sex workers in mainland China, to see what the special locale has given context to 
studies on sex workers. 
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1. Multiple contexts locating sex workers' identities 
1) Medical discourse: identity as a byproduct of health researches on sex workers 
Throughout history, sex trade has been accompanied by sexually transmitted 
diseases. After the advent of the fatal HIV/ AIDS, much research endeavor has been 
issued to transmission control among high prevalence groups. Female sex workers 
therefore return to the spotlight of medical/epistemological researches. Large 
quantities of researches on sex workers have mentioned sex workers' sexual health 
and safe sex behaviors (Campell 2001; Gysels 2002; Waddell 1996; Wawer et al 1996; 
Wojcicki 2001). These researches are out of the concern of public health. They regard 
sex workers as focus group in public health management, and relevant to high 
possibility of infecting and transmitting HIV/AIDS, whose sexuality needs to be paid 
attention to. Out of this concern, however, sex workers' own account of their life, sex 
workers' inner identity have also been recorded and analyzed as factors related to 
their health and disease prevention behaviors. Campbell (2001)'s study on South 
African sex workers suggests that the main factors for sex workers' vulnerability to 
HIV infection are confidence, dignity and self-efficacy. The spoiled identity makes 
the women in South African lack of the community's respect. Therefore sex workers 
there develop resistance skills to alleviate the stigma. Waddell (1996) explains why 
sex workers in an Australian city are not a source of HIV transmission. As sex 
workers isolate work-sex from non-work-sex, they have such kind of successful 
management of their sex behavior and they remain autonomous in negotiating safe 
sex with clients. In seeking the factors that might affect safe sex of sex workers, the 
theme of identity arises. In the above two examples, one states that identity setback 
(stigma) leads to high possibility of HIV infection, while the other says that 
successful identity management leads to good result in HIV transmission control. 
Besides HIV/AIDS prevention, some researches have shown concerns about sex 
workers' physical and psychological health. In these studies, identity links closely to 
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sex workers' health well-being. Many researches testify the negative effects of 
stigmatization of sex workers' psychological health (Romans et al 2001). El Bassel et 
al (1997) explain in their work that the feeling of stigmatization because of the nature 
and illegality of work likely contributes to the psychological stress of sex work. 
Researches have shown that psychological effects of selling sex can cause sex 
workers' eating disorders (Cooney 1990), bumout (Vanwesenbeeck (2005), 
depression (Bagley 1999; Chudakov et al. 2002), and drug use (Sterk 2000). 
Emotional setback of a spoiled identity has also been mentioned, as in Pyett's work, 
sex workers express their self-disliking sentiments, saying that "I don't believe any 
guy can like you and expect you can work" (Pyett 1997:542). 
In the above examples, sex workers' own identity construction, and their own 
location of themselves in the discourse of health, have been presented as factors 
influencing health-seeking behaviors. It has become commonplace that stigma 
attached to sex workers have many negative effects on sex workers of which health 
problems are part of the impacts. Campaign against stigmatization on sex workers 
have become target of many intervention programs. Cornish (2006)'s study depicts 
how an intervention program in India challenges stigma of sex work in order to 
promote health and community development. This program challenges the stigma by 
asserting that sex workers have rights which should be respected, by claiming sex 
workers' likeness to other "exploited but politically successful groups" (Cornish 
2006:462), and by proving sex workers' constructive achievement. 
The researches reviewed show the negative effects of a spoiled identity or whore 
stigma on sex workers. I would like imply that these researches have helped the issue 
of identity emerge from the vast topics about sex workers, as a damaged identity may 
lead to sex workers' reluctance in health-seeking strategies, and therefore harmful to 
public health and HIV prevention. However, in these researches, it is in linking with 
public health issues that sex workers' own identity makes sense. I would like to argue 
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that identity is important for everyone, and building up a self with self-worth is 
essential to every individual's well-being. It is not because of potential hazard of HIV 
transmission that we need to care about sex workers' identity. And stigmatized 
identity is only one side of sex workers' self with multiple identities. The identity is a 
"process", a site with continuous construction and contestation, but in these 
researches, it is difficult to unfold the holistic view of sex workers' agency in their 
identity. When identity is treated as an affecting factor of sex workers' role in HIV 
prevention, it is often reduced to a category, rather than a process. 
2) Work discourse: rising professionalism 
Western feminists have been struggling for sex workers' rights for decades. The 
contemporary prostitutes' rights movement helps to "sever the social problem of 
prostitution from its historical association with crime and illicit sex, and place it 
firmly in the rhetoric of work, choice and civil rights" (Jeness 1993: 42). Feminists 
have invented the term 'sex work' to minimize the stigma and discrimination on 
prostitutes. They also claim that sex work should be regarded as legitimate service 
work and sex workers should be appreciated as such (Jeness 1993). This kind of 
"pro-sex" feminists highlight sex workers as women workers performing "emotional 
labor", which is inspired by Hochschild (1983)'s classical work The Managed Heart. 
Hochschild (1983)'s work has been quoted enormously to support the argument that 
sex work is a work. He demonstrated how people's feeling can be commercialized 
and sold in the service industry. Following this argument, sex work is not just instinct 
behavior and sex workers have specialized expertise in emotional presentation and 
erotic presentation that have been developed into professionalism. 
Many existing researches have demonstrated the professional skills and 
strategies of the sex workers. Sanders (2004b) elaborates in her work how sex 
workers use humor as a tool to achieve professionalism in their work. Joking 
relationships are a crucial tool to distance sex workers from clients, the truth of 
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sex-selling and the harsh circumstances of the sex trade. Sex workers in her study 
describe how they construct "working identities" that suit to male clients' 
expectations and an adorable ideal type of a "prostitute" (Sanders 2004b: 287). 
Another her work (Sanders 2006) elaborates how sex workers manage to work as 
"health educators" with male customers. In her research, many sex workers regard 
sex work as a meaningful occupation, which has many positive functions in society. 
The functions of sex work from the respondents' perspective are: providing 
emotional satisfaction and pretending to be a tender lover to male clients; comfort for 
men who are physically disabled; psychiatric consultants for men who have trouble 
with their partners; and health experts on sexually transmitted diseases (Sanders 
2006). Researches like this mainly focus on the professional attributes of sex workers' 
service to their clients, and these researches echoes the argument that sex workers can 
be sex therapists. A study on Hong Kong sex workers also shows how the street 
walkers in Hong Kong deal with the pressure from the public (stigma), police and 
clients to obtain self-worth within their identity (Yim 2003). The respondents in her 
research gain self-worth in working as consolers for their clients and in teaching 
sexual knowledge and skills to their client. 
However, the work identity of sex workers can be served as a tool for identity 
management to gain autonomy over oneself. Sex workers have their own skills to 
distance the real self from their clients and their work. Mckeganey and Barnard (1996) 
has shown that sex workers managing the distance from clients and they have 
commercialized their emotion in their trade. They present "professional selves" in 
their sex work and prevent their private feelings from entering their work arena. Sex 
workers have rituals based on clothes, cosmetics and bathing to mark the boundaries 
of their roles. Chapkis (1997) contends that sex workers can prevent loss of self by 
their ability to summon and enclose emotion within the sexual business, and can be 
served as a device to keep border of work life. Techniques of boundary maintenance 
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are often beneficial to protection of sex workers and clients. Kong (2006)'s work 
reveals how sex workers turn their daily life into "micro-sites" to exert body control 
and identity control, and how they generate professionalism in job autonomy. Sex 
workers can exert a certain degree of control over their work by strategies such as 
"client screening" and "service provision". 
Other studies put sex work into sex workers' career choice and life career course. 
These studies treat sex work as a job alternative for sex workers. And female sex 
workers there fore choose and manage their work by their rational calculation. Jeffrey 
and Macdonald (2006) study Canadian sex workers' career choice pattern, indicating 
that sex workers often choose cautiously between the alternative career choices or 
welfare choices, and indoor or street-based sex work. She regards sex workers' choice 
of sex work as an action to resist adverse economic situation. Sex workers' form of 
resistance can be compared to that of workers of other profession in their research. 
The authors claim that sex workers are resistant workers and their concerns mainly 
focus on maintaining and/ or enhancing their autonomy as workers, their control over 
the speed and charge of their labor input, and the situation of their work. Sanders 
(2005a) argues that sex workers create a "manufactured identity" exclusively for the 
place of work and use it a "self-protection mechanism" to deal with the pressure of 
selling sex as well as building the professional image. In this way, sex workers can 
capitalize their sexuality by the construction of a "manufactured identity" to keep and 
attract customers. Murphy and Venkatesh (2006) find that indoor-based sex workers 
in New York regard their work as a profession and a career. Besides feelings of shame 
and stigmatization, indoor sex work begins to shape their identity. They begin to shift 
the focus on the nature of sex work as monetary exchange of sex, and they emphasize 
more other attributes of the work, such as the more autonomy they possess in their 
way of employment, the more spare time sex work provides. As a result of flexibility 
in their work, sex workers are able to spend more time on their other hobbies, and can 
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be able to become good at their interests, etc. But indoor sex work may become 
addicted to the lifestyle formed in their sex work; which will make them less likely to 
think about alternative jobs in their future, therefore their exit from the sex trade is a 
less possible choice in their professional life course. 
However, not all scholars have consensus on sex workers' awareness of their 
being workers. The "work identity" may be a form of construction by some 
advocators and scholars. Being a sex work can be temporary, flexible and rather than 
a salient identity. Law (2000)'s work on Southeast Asian sex workers have shown that 
bar women do not perceive that their work plays a dominant or decisive role in their 
identity. For them, being a sex worker is a temporary and flexible identity. In sex 
workers' experiences of entering sex work and their employment in this industry, 
there exist multiple and variable identities that are interwoven with each other. 
Chapkis (1997:185) also mentions that many women performing erotic labor do not 
view themselves as "sexual professionals". Sex work is in their eyes a temporary 
behavior instead of an identity. Seen from respondents' narratives, for most migrant 
prostitutes, their identity is often more relatively link to other identity issues, like 
their nationality, their legal status, or their role in family than their being 
professionals. 
3) Gender talk: Female sex workers as women 
Gender perspective is rising in studies on sex workers. In studies of sex workers' 
safe sex, works have mentioned the gender barriers of negotiating condom use of sex 
workers. Karim (1995) discovers that under the condition that sex workers are facing 
various imperative needs for basic survival, the risk of HIV/AIDS infection is 
regarded as one more burden for these women, as there is no efficient social or legal 
resource available for them. Violence or the threatening force of it plays a leading role 
in sex workers' disempowerment. In the few cases in which sex workers manage to 
stick to condom use, which will lead to a decrease in their income, loss of clients, and 
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violence. Choi(2006, 2007) studies female sex workers in Mainland China, 
mentioning that power relationship generated in gender system influence sex workers' 
agency in health maintenance and their ability in negotiating condom use with clients. 
Women's inferior status in different cultures has impact on female sex workers' 
sufferings and vulnerability. 
Stigma attached to female sex workers is also much gendered. Schur (1983:11) 
argues that "social stigmatization must be recognized as a key mechanism that backs 
up and 'enforces' many of the restrictions and limitations placed on women". For 
those with "conduct stigmas" like sex workers, they are often viewed to be 
responsible on their own for their stigmatized behaviors, as "it is commonly believed 
that such individuals have deliberately chosen to behave in socially unacceptable 
ways" (Page 1984:6). Stigmatization on female sex workers has minimized their 
worth as women. Castaneda et al (1996) study the double life of female sex workers 
in Mexico. They find that sex workers there divide strictly their work life from their 
private life. Conforming to the gender norms of Mexican culture, the women live the 
life of "fucked" woman and "Virgin". The "fucked" woman is the sex worker who 
exchanges sex for money for the sake of survival. The "Virgin" is the "woman at 
home", who cares for the well-being of her family members, especially their children. 
When sex workers are at home, they are filled with family values and the moral 
requests for women, and they leave behind their working experiences during the night 
which become a forbidden topic in their family life. Yim (2003)'s work discovers that 
sex workers in Hong Kong, when facing the conflicts of work identity and gender 
identity, they have extracted themselves from work identity and devoted themselves 
in performing traditional gender roles. These sex workers would like to redefine 
themselves as good women, in a way to combat the identity crisis bought by their 
work identity. Sex workers in these two researches conform to the culturally defined 
gender norms for women to resume their gendered self-worth and self-esteem. 
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Surrounding the topic of sex workers, many feminist works formulate a debate 
of whether these women are "victims" or "agents" in their business. Empirical works 
sorted into this category "victim" draw evidence from women's suffering of violence, 
unequal gender system, stigmatization and socio-economical exploitation. They think 
that sex workers are exploited by those who manage and organize the sex industry 
(mostly men) (O'Neil 2001). The "agent"' side aims at demonstrating women's 
empowerment and autonomy in their business, including their way of maintaining 
professionalism (in the above section) and identity management (in the next section). 
However, many studies have gone beyond the dualism of "agent/victim", and they 
have combined the empowering factors of these women workers, together with their 
weakness, puzzle, and risks, forge a vivid image of sex workers' autonomy and 
suffering in their work and life (Choi 2007; Kong 2006). 
When gender perspective is introduced into discussion of female sex workers, it 
turns the identity of sex workers more complex and variant. Scambler and Scambler 
(1997) have declared their position on sex workers as: "1. sex workers are 
heterogeneous; 2. not passive victims of patriarchy; 3.they are generally highly moral 
in their work with clients; 4.they are resourceful, expert and often very well informed 
about the ways in which their profession stands both within and without patriarchal 
social structures; 5. they may also be seen as norm-breakers" (Brewis and Linstead: 
2000a: 189). Multiple facets of sex workers' identities have made researchers' inquiry 
on sex workers' identity a difficult mission. So it is with sex workers' identity 
management. But "the power of a self sets in its ability to resist being fixed, 
predictable and hence anticipated and appropriated by the powerful" (Brewis and 
Linstead 2000a). In the next section we are going to see sex workers' own 
management of the multiple identities. 
4)Identity conflicts and management: the arise of multiple identities 
Sex workers, bearing the multiple designations beyond the discussion above, are 
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quite possible to undergo identity crisis. They are attached with stigma, and their 
individual moral value has been undermined. They are doing sex work, the nature of 
which is still ambiguous and controversial. Besides sex work, in the rest of their life 
worlds, they are resumed to common individuals. Being sex worker, their selves have 
been divided into different parts conveyed by different social meanings. Sex workers' 
need to hide their work identity might encourage them to partition their selves into 
multiple identities. No matter multiple identities are volitional strategic outcomes or 
existing crisis, identity construction and management are essential to these 
multi-faceted individuals. 
Many works have been done on sex workers' strategies to separate the work self 
from the private self. Mckeganey and Barnard (1996) wrote a chapter on sex workers' 
identity management of being prostitutes and being lovers. It depicts how sex workers 
manage their relationship with their clients, and their relationship with lover/partner. 
This research demonstrates sex workers' usage of rituals of separation, and their 
management of distance from clients to keep their work identity from their private 
life. In sex workers' trade, it is the body rather than the soul that is exchanged for 
money. Hoigard and Finstad (1992) explain how the public and the private worlds of 
the female sex workers are split by "blanking out techniques", managing physical 
boundaries, time control, hiding expressions and forbidding emotional relationships 
with clients. Based on the identity theory and theory of impression management, 
combined with theory of emotional labor, Sanders (2005b) explains the defense 
mechanisms of sex workers, this mechanism includes avoidance of personal 
relationship; viewing the meaning of their sex trade as work; distinguish forbidden 
zones on their bodies; and rationalizing discourse. Sex workers use these strategies to 
manage their emotions. Although her focus is on the emotions of sex workers, but her 
study of emotions is closed linked with identity management of sex workers. It is 
through identity management that sex workers gain the separated spaces for 
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commercialized emotion and private emotion. Yim (2006) also revealed how these 
street walkers divided "work-sex" from "non-work sex" to avoid or balance role 
conflicts. 
However, the "double world" techniques do not apply to all the sex workers all 
the time. Brewis and Linstad(2000b) review the studies of female sex workers' work 
identity management in UK and Australia and analyze ways in which sex workers 
negotiate and build their meaning of themselves. In the two different cultures, they 
discover that individual sex worker's strategies for managing the tension between 
working as a prostitute and maintaining self-esteem in their private sphere are similar 
and different. Moreover, not all sex workers would demarcate work-sex from private 
sex in every situation and there exists possibility of blurring of boundaries between 
work and private sex. 
Sex work is a terrain of feminist debates, and a sensitive topic in gender 
perspective. There exist two level of identity generation: the first is on the macro 
level, and it is the social structure's defining and shaping force; the second is on the 
micro level, and it is personal construction. Female sex workers' identity is an out 
come of the two levels' interaction. "Identity work, whether management or 
construction, includes the processes and procedures engaged in by groups designed to 
effect change in the meaning of particular identities" (Ponse 1978: 85). The 
individuals, who are doing identity work, can challenge and change the socially held 
definitions on them. The identity construction of sex workers is the interaction of 
meanings between the individuals and socially held meanings. Sex workers need to 
construct a self out of the multiple naming and categorization. 
In summary, the above literature provides different perspectives to look at sex 
workers. With multiple naming has been given to sex workers, how to understand this 
group of people has become a problematic issue in sex worker studies. But with the 
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defining agents engaged in declaring who are sex workers, sex workers' own agency 
in identity construction and management has not been demonstrate much. However, 
the theory on stigma management, on identity construction, and the empirical 
researches done on other marginalized agents, will be reviewed in the next section to 
direct my inquiry of this lacuna. 
2. Management of Stigma: Theories and empirical works 
In Erving Goffman's classic essay Stigma (1963)，the author notes a variety of 
strategies used by the stigmatized to minimize the deleterious social and psychic 
consequences of their discrediting attributes. One effective way is "passing", as the 
author points out, "because of the great rewards in being considered normal, almost 
all persons who are in a position to pass will do so on some occasion by intent" 
(Goffman 1963: 95). Deviants who attempt to pass as normal thus develop various 
techniques to control the information available to others to minimize the chance of 
being discovered and labeled. While passing is a passive form of concealing and it 
can not always be effective for dealing with all kinds of stigma, as stated by Goffman, 
its utility varies inversely with the obtrusiveness of the stigma (1963). 
For those who have engaged in behavior that they know to be wrong and 
punishable, they tend to justify it to themselves through "techniques of neutralization" 
(Sykes and Matza 1957). This neutralization process helps the deviants to deny their 
guilt of their deviant activities and alleviate the psychological burden of the guilt in 
their deviance. The types of neutralization include: the denial of responsibility, the 
denial of injury, the denial of the victim, the condemnation of the condemners and the 
appeal to higher loyalties (Sykes and Matza 1957). 
Following these theories, the researchers conducted many studies on different 
stigmatized, deviant or even criminalized groups to validate or to challenge these 
theories. In her research on the stigma of AIDs, Weitz (1990) illustrated how 
stigmatization can radically affect the individuals' everyday life to various degrees 
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and how people differ in managing the stigma, with some trying to conceal their 
illness and others trying to combat stigmatization by educating others about the 
disease. But according to Snow and Anderson (1987)'s research on the homeless, they 
argued that taking into consideration the stigma on homelessness, "strategies other 
than passing and total withdrawal have to be devised in order to develop and maintain 
a measure of self-worth" (Snow and Anderson 1987:1340). They then observed the 
homeless' verbal construction of their identity in three patterns of identity talk: 
distancing, embracing and fictive-storytelling. 
While adopting the neutralization theory to study cheating among college 
students, McCabe (1992) examines the students' reliance on "situational ethics" to 
defend their cheating. Situational ethics are invoked when people see their behavior 
as acceptable under the circumstances. Another study on battered women found that 
neutralization is not only used by deviant actors, but also by those who are observers 
or even victims (Ferraro and Johnson 1983).There's a strong likelihood that family 
members will, after a period of time, normalize the problematic behavior of a loved 
family member, just as the battered women neutralize the batterers' stigma in a way 
of decriminalizing their husbands. 
Few foreign researches on neutralizing techniques are on sex workers. However, 
research was done on another group of workers in the sex industry----topless dancers 
in night clubs (Thompson and Haired 1992). By limited participant observations and 
in-depth interviews, this research tried to "show how topless dancers socially and 
symbolically redefine their work in an effort to reduce or neutralize negative attitudes 
towards them" (Thompson and Harred 1992: 300). Their research result coincided 
with the neutralization theory. But besides neutralization, topless dancers also relied 
heavily on the technique of "dividing the social world". At the same time, "passing" 
was used as an auxiliary technique to manage stigma. 
The above studies have well developed the theories on managing deviance, by 
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expanding it to the different aspects of sociology—social network, social context, etc. 
However, these studies mainly focus on the attitudes, perception, and verbal 
construction of the stigmatized, but ignored people's behavioral resistance to 
deviance. Riessman (2000:131) argued that Goffman's stigma management "neglects 
the transformative effects of everyday resistance practices". In her work on childless 
women in South India, she gave the redefined stigma management by the words 
"resilience", which suggests "managing, enduring, and transcending stigma"; and the 
"resistance", which includes transformative actions in which women press their own 
claims vis-a-vis others who stigmatize them. In her research, theory of stigma and 
tactics to manage stigma have developed into resistant behaviors and affirmative 
voices for the childless women to voice out their self-esteem in their identity. 
More and more researchers have realized that stigmatization, and discrimination 
can cause social exclusion of marginalized group, and their human rights and citizen 
rights will be ruined. Respecting sex workers, many studies mention the notion of 
stigma and stigmatization, and sex workers' own resistance against stigmatization. 
However, management of stigma is not the end of sex workers' identity story, as in 
the previous section, we have mentioned the literature studying sex workers' identity 
conflicts and their identity management. Identity is about meaning of self, about a 
definitional force on self, and it is always being done in social interaction. The role of 
identity is highly valued in the perspective of symbolic interactionism (Charon 2001), 
which is the theory that has inspired this research to look into sex workers from the 
angle of their identity construction. Goffman's theory of stigma and Sykes and 
Matza's "Techniques of Neutralization" enable me to pay attention to individuals' 
capability and strategies on identity management. It is based on these theories and 
relative empirical works that I am oriented to study sex workers' identity issue and I 
would focus on their agency in identity construction. 
3. A review of prostitution/sex work studies in China 
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The above two sections are mainly about discourses surrounding the identity of 
sex workers in foreign studies. "What prostitutes are, and what they may become, 
may differ from one locale to the next" (Brewis and Linstead 2000a: 190). So in this 
section, I am going to review generally the studies on sex workers in Mainland China. 
After 1978’s economic reform, Chinese witnessed the resurgence of prostitution 
in Mainland China. It is 'resurgence' because during 1950-1978, overt prostitution 
had vanished from China, due to the prostitution abolishment campaign implemented 
by the P.R.China government. In this context, studies have been done in tracing the 
history of the prostitution in China from late 19th century to early 20th century 
(Gronewold 1982; Henriot 1995, 2003; Hershatter 1997; Ma 1993; Shao 2005; Wu 
2006). One reason for the special focus on this period is in terms of massive social 
transformation, as this period is pretty similar to the situation after the economic 
reforms in 1978. The other reason is that the period between 1890 and the 1950s is an 
"active" time for prostitution; therefore abundant documents are available which can 
facilitate the historical study of all the aspects of the life of sex workers. 
Among these studies, Hershatter's Dangerous Pleasure is a classical one. It 
depicts prostitution in Shanghai in the period from the end of the late Qing Dynasty to 
the establishment of the People's Republic of China (PRC), and to China after 
economic reform, which is from 1900s to 1990s. She talked about how the issue of 
modernity mixed with the issue of prostitution in Shanghai in the early twentieth 
century and mentioned the reemergence of prostitutes in modem China. Her focus of 
the prostitutes in Shanghai before 1949 is how the government linked the issue of 
prostitution to the modernization of the nation. Prostitutes, in the government's 
discourse, were symbols of China's poverty, weakness and being colonized by the 
foreign countries. Meanwhile, in terms of public health, prostitutes were dangerous, 
they can transmit sexual diseases. And in the aspect of social norms and morality, 
prostitutes were norm breakers and they destroyed the social order. The naming of the 
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public and the government on prostitutes added to the worries of the reformers on the 
country's future, which led to the medical intervention and supervision of the sex 
workers. After the establishment of the RR.China, in the 1950s, prostitutes were 
deemed as remains of the old society, with prostitution as the product of imperialism 
and feudalism. Thus the new communist government started up the abolishment 
campaign and celebrated the success of this movement and the advent of a new era. 
However, after the 1978 reform, prostitution reentered the history of China, and it 
was criticized as the byproduct of market economy, or as devil of capitalism. The 
communist government could no long name these women as prostitutes, but inventing 
"sex-selling women" to designate these female sex workers. 
From the above summary of the history of naming on Chinese workers, we 
can see that sex workers are always being named and being endowed with 
implications and symbolic meanings. In Hershatter (1997)'s elaboration, sex workers 
are always involved in the narratives of China's modernity, regardless of their 
representing the evil of the old society or the threats of the new. Behind the various 
designations of the government and the public, sex workers are more than or less than 
themselves, but they are never themselves. 
In her another work, Hershatter (1996) explores the appearance of female 
prostitution in 1980s and 1990s urban China. She argues that "formulation" of 
prostitutes include "not only the precise choice of words and phrases, but also 
somewhat broader acts of classification". Therefore, language with regulatory forces 
does not only signifies an ever-existing social phenomenon named "prostitution", the 
words also have the power to become part of that phenomenon and after the 
phenomenon is formulated by the language, the language can also go on to change it. 
Hershatter's study is the study of social naming of prostitutes in China. Her study 
recognizes the social categorization's impact on sex workers' social identity. 
The stereotype and discriminative designations on sex workers not only exist in 
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the record of regulatory discourses of the government, but also in scholars studying 
sex workers. Wu (2006)'s work mentions the resurgence of prostitution in mainland 
China after the economic reform. He has summarized the reasons for these 
prostitutes' involvement in prostitution: 1 .These women are low-educated and had no 
skills; 2. They admire good material life and crave for money; 3. They go after 
excitement and are preoccupied by pleasure-seeking; 4. They are out of the motive to 
revenge because being abandoned by husband, or raped by men; 5. They are loose in 
morals and it is hard for them to change habits (Wu 2006: 443-446). Wu is treating 
sex workers as deviants and he holds a criticizing and discriminating attitude on 
female sex workers. Wu's work is representative of some Chinese scholars' 
discriminative position on sex workers. The academic researches like this could also 
aggravate sex workers' stigmatization and the public's discrimination on them (See 
Pheterson 1990). 
In present China, the matter of prostitution is somehow an avant-garde but 
marginal issue, but the studies on sex workers are rising while the government 
realizing the pressing threat of expansion of HIV/AIDS. A large amount of papers are 
on the AIDS and STDs prevention among sex workers. The medical or 
epidemiological studies on sex workers are for the sake of disease control of sexually 
transmitted diseases, especially on sex worker's condom use in their work sex. Some 
pure epidemiological researches rely on survey to get the overview of AIDS and other 
STDs among female sex workers (See He 2005; Parish 2003; Tucker 2005; Van den 
Hoek 2001)，while others link the health problems with other perspectives of sex 
workers' life, including their economic conditions, their early experiences, gender 
factors, etc. (See Choi 2006, 2007; Gil 1996; Pochaniga 2005: 95-98). Other medical 
researches are consistent with the aim of the prevention projects——the enhancement 
of safe sex, sex workers' mastery AIDS prevention knowledge and skills (Gil 1996; 
Ma 2002; Settle 2000; Zhang and Ma 2000). 
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"Money is the medium of the economic system; power is the medium of the 
state" (Scambler and Scambler 1997: xiv). In terms of Chinese government's 
repressive policies on prostitution, Choi and David (2007:149)'s research criticized 
the negative outcomes of these policies, arguing that the "unequal enforcement of 
legal punishment with respect to the purchase and selling of sexual services creates 
additional inequalities between sex workers and their customers, with the sex workers 
therefore shouldering most of the blame, social stigmatization and punishment". 
Besides the reinforcement of stigma, the police crackdowns decrease the time and 
ability that sex workers require to negotiate condom use with the client, making them 
more at risk of HIV (Choi and David: 2007). This research reveals the inherent 
paradox of the repressive policies and prevention of HIV and advocates the 
government's tolerance on prostitution and to enhance living conditions of sex 
workers. 
Among the sociologists studying sex workers in Mainland China, Pan Suiming 
is the pioneering and leading figure in this field. His daunting and controversial 
ethnographic studies on sex workers unveil the truth about the sex workers' life in a 
sociological way. Pan has endeavored to arise the public concern to the working right 
of sex workers ( Pan 2001). He claims that sex workers own their right to work and 
they should be respected and protected by the law. And he also contends that sex 
workers' getting into sex work is kind of career transit (Pan et al 2005a: 167-194).In 
his study, he tries to seek the reasons for women to get into sex work. In one of his 
researches, he analyzes how the lay-off women turn out to be sex workers (Huang 
and Pan 2004). Discussing from an economic angle, the two main reasons to account 
for the lay-off women's involvement in sex work are: the cost-benefits calculation on 
the gap between previous jobs and sex work, and, lacking resources necessary for an 
upward mobility. In another work, Huang and Pan (2003) study female sex workers in 
job market in Northeast China, arguing that sex work is a career choice of these sex 
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workers, as a result of their inferior status and lack of competence in job-seeking. 
They come to a conclusion that women choosing sex work is just a form of career 
"transition". These researches are from the side of individual sex workers' concerns. 
Pan also studies the organization of sex industry. In Pan's later research, he addresses 
the local "common interest circle" (Pan 2000). This refers to the fact that in some 
communities where the sex industry is the leading economy for the local government 
and local residents, the whole community participates in the sex industry, and shares 
the profit and risks of the business. In his book. Substance and Experience (Pan 2000), 
he describes the cooperation between the managers and the local police to get a 
win-win situation. This can explain the existence of the prostitution in spite of the 
repressive policies. For Pan, he regards sex work as part of an institutionalized sex 
industry, and sex work is one of the job options for sex workers. However, in his 
study, sex workers' own self-recognition is absent from supporting his argument. 
In Pan's researches (See Pan 1999, 2000, 2005; Pan et al 2005a, 2005b), he 
entered the communities or districts where the sex workers were active and then 
recorded the all-round information of the community, including the residents' opinion 
on sex workers, the sex workers' daily business, etc. In his early works, the 
researchers admitted that they "don't seek the vividness of individual stories" (Pan 
1999)，these studies remain on the macro level to describe the general life condition 
of sex workers in China, thus it is impossible to get into the individual, 
social-psychological process of the sex workers. His later works have very detailed 
life stories of sex workers, their previous life experience, their working experiences, 
and their life in the work site, etc (Pan et al: 2005b). In this way, his researches 
provide not only the general demographic characteristics of the sex workers and the 
targeted districts, but also the vividness and multi-faced view of sex workers' life. 
Pan's standpoint on sex workers is quite empathetic and "pro-sex work". He 
discovers that sex workers are victims of STDs (Pan et al 2005b: 163-214), and he 
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promotes that sex workers are just like us (Pan et al 2005b: 215-245), and these 
women earn autonomy in their work, but still face a lot of risks and problems (Pan et 
al 2005b: 246-290). He is trying to deliver the heteronomy of female sex workers and 
he emphasizes the "work" nature of sex work to promote the legalization of sex work. 
In spite of Pan's endeavor in enhancing legal status of sex workers (Pan et al 2005b), 
we can not find in his researches analysis of sex workers' own identity management 
or construction. 
To summarize, the above research on sex workers in mainland China mainly 
emphasize the medical control on sex workers. This kind of research is tinged with 
the purpose of controlling and preventing HIV, therefore it tends to focus on testing 
the results of the intervention programs and give suggestions to policies formulation. 
In these studies, the attention on sex workers' health issues is for the sake of disease 
control. The researches reveal the strategies and skills of sex workers on STDs 
prevention, and some of them have mentioned the problem of stigmatization, but sex 
workers' identity issue has not been further explored. In China where sex workers are 
experiencing regulatory language that have formed various stereotypes on them, sex 
workers own identity construction, their resistance against stigmatization, their 
management of multiple identities within a self, is still a gap in researches on them. 
This study is trying to step into this novel field. The small sample, and the short 
period I was with sex workers make the information I have of sex workers partial and 
superficial. And I hope to root this tentative research in previous researchers' 
endeavor to understanding of the social context of which females sex workers are 
living within. Many sociologists' longitudinal researches on sex workers and their 
in-depth understanding of life of sex workers have made me continuously benefiting 
from the knowledge accumulated. 
In the first section of this chapter, the categorization of sex workers studies is on 
no account absolute and exclusive. In fact, the issue of sex workers' different 
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identities, their health-seeking strategies, their relationship with others in the work 
site, their self-image, etc., are interrelated with each other and it is hard and risky for 
me to sort them into groups. With the upcoming more researches on sex workers, this 
literature may neglect some significant works in this area. 
It is suggested that "study of sex workers should start with the presumption that 
women are individualistic, active and willful, moral, reflexive and insightful, as well 
as potential innovators with respect to patriarchal norms" (Scambler and Scambler 
1997: 120). But in the coming chapters, I would like drop out all my presumptions 
about "who females sex workers are", but to let themselves speak out their inner 
selves, to let them tell us who they are. My analysis of their narratives will be my 
response and interpretation of their expression. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
1. Qualitative interviewing 
Based on the research question of this thesis and my own training in research 
methods, the research method for this research is qualitative in-depth interview. The 
research question of this thesis is on sex workers' identity construction, and I would 
like to record sex workers' own account of their identity building process, their own 
narration of the identity problems they encounter and their utterance of their 
management of the stigmatized and problematic identities. This kind of record of sex 
workers' inner world is still rare in studies of sex workers in China. "Qualitative 
methods can be used to uncover the nature of people's action and experiences and 
perspectives which are as yet little known in the world of research products" (Glaser 
1992:12). Meanwhile my research emphasizes on respondents' own meaning 
generation and interpretation of their own inner dialogue and their behaviors. 
Interviewing serves as a research tool to "ask about ordinary events and deduce the 
underlying rules or definitions from these descriptions and pay particular attention to 
unusual usages of words and to stories that convey cultural assumptions" (Rubin 
2005:29). In addition, qualitative methods can be used to 'obtain the intricate details 
about phenomena such as feelings, thought processes, and emotions that are difficult 
to extract or learn about through more conventional research methods' (Strauss and 
Corbin 1998: 11) The nature of my research is to understand the meaning and nature 
of sex workers' personal experience, for which qualitative method is much 
appropriate and reliable. 
The author has an accumulation of qualitative research experience, such as 
in-depth interviews, participatory observation and qualitative field research. And the 
author is temperamentally suited to doing qualitative research method. As for this 
research, due to budgetary and temporal constraints, I chose qualitative in-depth 
interview as the research method, which I believe is suitable, efficient and valid 
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research method for this research. 
1) Nature and Distinctiveness 
Once Sociology has been recognized as "the science of the interview" (Benny 
1956:5) Up to now, qualitative interviewing is still an efficient research tool for many 
sociologists. Borrowing from the definition of "ethnomethodology", which literally 
means 'the "methods" that people use on a daily basis to accomplish their daily life' 
(Ritzer 2000: 245), qualitative interviewing is also a research method which shares 
many similarities with other daily speech events. The following discussion of 
interviewing is to recognize the distinctiveness of the interviewing as a social 
research method in its application in this research. 
In terms of philosophical origin, qualitative interviewing is based on 
interpretive constructionist theory. To interpretive constructionist researchers, how 
people attach meaning to an object or an incident in their own way is important 
(Rubin 2005: 27).The interview process is viewed as a mutual production of meaning, 
and interviewers and respondents try to reach meaning that both can understand by 
generation of new questions and answers (Mishler 1986: 65). It is well recognized 
that interview is a speech event and language plays an important role in 
communication and meaning exchange. "Because language is inherently indexical, 
and meanings in discourse are neither singular nor fixed, terms take on specific and 
contextual ly grounded meanings within and through the discourse as it develops and 
is shaped by speakers" (Mishler 1986: 64). This research is to inquiry on the personal 
arena of respondents and to record their own way of managing the problematic 
identities of their selves. Then lingual description and expression of the respondents 
are essential to answering the research question and in-depth interview is an effective 
tool for this research. 
In this research, I count on respondents' narratives to accomplish my analysis. 
Words are powerful tool in processing experience, but that they also formulate or 
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influences emotions, and action (Jones et al 1984:6). Identity construction is an 
activity in which the subject has the power to resort to language, attitude and behavior. 
Sex workers' narratives then are not only representation of their activities, but also 
part of their identity construction process. So I believe that what I have is not the 
verbal making up of stories, but are process of their identity building. 
Generally, the distinctiveness of qualitative interviewing is that it could provide 
detailed, holistic description of the event and the process; we could get the 
respondents' interpretations on the events; the report of interview study could link 
inter-subjectivities between the author, the respondent and the reader (Weiss 1994: 
9-11). Above all, the above advantages of qualitative interviewing are suited to my 
research question. Among different qualitative methods, other methods have their 
own strengths, some of which may be applicable to my research, such as 
ethnographic methods. However, confined by a limited budget and time schedule, 
qualitative interviewing is much more effective than other qualitative method in 
obtaining satisfying data in a short period of time while saving cost. This advantage is 
accompanied by weakness and problems, which will be discussed later in this section. 
2) Data production 
In the interviews, the goal of the research is to generate the depth of 
understanding rather than the breadth, and the personal specific understanding of the 
interviewers is much appreciated. The term "joint construction of meaning" 
epitomizes the real process of interview. The interview is constructing data rather than 
collecting it. Such kind of linguistic construction of meaning goes on as long as the 
interview continues. 
Additionally, interviews are all contextually grounded. So that contextual 
information is generated simultaneously with the conversation. The context is much 
reliant on the local/ native/cultural systems. Thus the interviews are "complex social 
settings in which accounts can be viewed as local accomplishment, constrained by, 
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sensitive to and understandable given the local, interactive context." (Alvesson 2002: 
126) Besides the contextual information of local cultural system, the conversation 
analysis is nevertheless too narrow because researchers are interested in "everything 
in the interaction, from a quiet in-breath to entire spatial and temporal organization of 
the scene" (Boden 1990). The interviewer can get information from verbal and 
non-verbal phenomena. The latter may include the body language, the appearance and 
the expression of the respondent, as well as the other objects in the surroundings of 
the place of the interview (Yang 2005:55). Boden(1990) then assigns conversation 
analysis with symbolic analysis. Then the interviewer should be like a photographer 
to observe and record the phenomena in the conversation setting, which can enhance 
the richness of the data. Moreover, I stress that the analysis begins in the interview; 
the data in the interview is not only constructed by also analyzed. 
3) The relationship，validity of data，and ethnic issues 
The interview is a discourse guided by interviewer, which is oriented towards a 
comparatively specific research theme. In general, the interviewer possesses a great 
deal of control over the interaction; the respondent's main means of challenging this 
power is break the boundaries the interviewer set on the interview (Briggs 1986: 56). 
So that what the interviewer does is not only attending to or adapting to the discursive 
nature of the interview process, but consciously guiding the respondent and managing 
the interview to generate relevant and adequate data for research. 
As to my stance in the interviews, I recorded Weiss (1994)’s principles while I 
was in the research field. Weiss (1994) mentions 5 clauses he would put into a 
contract between himself and a respondent: 
1. The interviewer and the respondent will work together to produce information useful to 
the research project. 
2. The interviewer will define the areas for exploration and will monitor the quality of the 
material. 
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3. The interviewer will not ask questions out of idle curiosity. 
4. The interviewer will respect the respondent's integrity. 
5. The interviewer will ensure, both during the interview and afterward, that the respondent 
will not be damaged or disadvantaged because of the respondent's participation in the 
interview. (Weiss 1994: 65) 
The above principles can not be absolutely followed while I was in the field, but 
I employed them as reminders of my status as researcher and tried to minimize the 
harm and negative effect on the respondents as far as possible. Power relationship 
exists in the relationship between the interviewer and interviewee, which can generate 
biases in the discourse. Moreover, for the quality of the information, for the fluent 
advancement of the communication, the communicative competence of the two sides 
are of vital importance. Weiss (1994) thinks that gender, age, and socio-economic 
status do not affect the matching of interviewer and respondent. But in my research 
gender relation should be reflected, as I am a female researcher interviewing female 
sex workers. And these women are usually of comparatively low education and from 
rural area and they have dialectics. The differences between the interviewees and I 
would affect the relationship building in the interview. The above issue was put into 
consideration when the interview started and was reflected upon from time to time 
during the interviews, as I would attend to the quality of communication and 
guarantee the mutual understanding. At the same time, I reminded myself to be 
neutral in value judgment and prevented myself from generating biased statement. 
During my interviews, I, as the researcher, have the power to guide the flow of 
discourse. As a female research master in sociology, I am quite different from my 
interviewees in terms of education background, social class and personal experience. 
I can feel from my respondents that they show respect of my professional identity as 
being a "scholar". Because I was introduced to them with a disguise of "doctor", this 
adds to their recognition of my academic authority, and may lead them to consult me 
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some medical knowledge. There exists unbalanced power between the respondents 
and I’ and I could detect that some of my respondents felt very nervous in front my in 
the beginning of the research, and they talked to me as if they were forced to report to 
an authority. And my identity of being a doctor and being a scholar influences what 
my respondents' self presentation in front of me. They tended to behave in an 
innocent and obedient way, answering my questions passively and sometimes asking 
me to seek authentic support. 
However, as I look younger than most of my respondents, some of them told 
their experience to me in a way of teaching me as their little sister. They recognized 
themselves as women who have experienced a lot of setbacks, so that their tragic 
stories and unfortunate marriage could serve as useful suggestions on my future life. 
My age helped to counter the tension my academic identity imposed on my 
relationship with my respondents. Also as I am a woman, this common feature we 
share alleviated the strain between the respondents and me, with my respondents 
narrating their private life. Gender issues still exist in spite of the fact that they and I 
are all women. In my research, I try to control my role in front the respondents as 
their peer, a female friend of them who is willingly to hear their expressions not out 
of curiosity or in the name of power of knowledge, but to present the real living status 
of them so that their human rights could be promoted and their living status enhanced. 
I encouraged the respondents to treat the interviews as daily conversations, and I tried 
to be sensitive to their emotional changes, and to be careful on my words so as not to 
be aggressive and forcing. 
As I relied on interviews to generate research data, I do not have other methods 
to verify the reliability of the data. Also as I stayed in the field for only three week, I 
could not get a thorough understanding of female sex workers' life. In the research, 
my way of testifying the reliability of respondents' narratives was by my own 
judgment. This jeopardized the reliability of the data. However, as I met often with 
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my key respondent - a local doctor who has rich experience in negotiating with local 
sex workers and she is familiar with many of the local brothel keepers. Whenever I 
had doubts of the information provided by my respondents, I asked her for her 
opinions on the reliability of the data. 
As to the validity of the data, I guided my respondents to talk about their life 
stories, and in this process, when I felt the information they provided was not so 
relevant to the theme "identity", I would encourage them to talk about their feelings, 
how they look at themselves. Besides their general judgments on their self 
recognition, I asked them to provide factual support for their judgments. I am 
satisfied that most of the interviews provide relevant information of sex workers' 
identity construction. However, because I conducted only one interview on most of 
them, the depth and density of the information is not satisfying, which cause the 
description of sex workers rather superficial and partial. 
4) Limitation and weakness 
In my research, I demonstrate sex workers' life worlds according their narratives. 
However, this demonstration is partial, as their day-to-day life and details of their 
private life have been neglected. What sex workers could resort to language to 
express is limited. As I was a stranger to them and I had only one interview with most 
of them, what they would like to talk to me was constrained, too. It is much possible 
that sex workers would not talk to me topics that are very private, and even when they 
talked, they would not provide in-depth and detailed information. Intimate familiarity 
with sex workers' life is lacking in this research. 
The data in each interview is unrepeatable, contingent just like the other social 
events in everyday life. The uniqueness and contingence of each interview affect the 
representation of the research data. The data provided in the qualitative interviewing 
is intertwined with the interviewer's analysis and interpretation. The data is the 
outcome of inter-subjectivity. The interviewer is the only person who can judge the 
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validity of the data and the inter-subjectivity of the two sides in the interview decide 
the validity. The data provided in the qualitative interviewing is seldom used as 
second-hand data, as much of the contextual information is lost in the transcripts of 
the interviews, and the immediate analysis and interpretation is buried in the lines of 
words. Only the interviewers in the field have access to the hidden information. This 
is just the point which generates the challenge of reliability in qualitative interviewing, 
in which the replication of the research process can not help in testing the reliability 
of the data. 
2. On-site research work 
The research site was a medium-sized city with a population of 610,000, 
officially belonged to Sichuan Province, which situated in Southwest China. The city 
is the capital city of Yi minority autonomous region. Thus Yi minority group accounts 
for 12.5% of the city's total population. It has been reported that the rate of HIV 
infection is high in that city due to rapidly growth in sex industry intertwined with 
high rate of drug abuse population (Choi 2007: 2). Existing researches on the local 
female sex workers have reported that there are 171 venues offering sexual services in 
the area. Among them hair salons account for the most: 63, and there are 35 karaoke 
bars, with 19 beauty salons, 12 saunas, 12 massage parlors, 3 night clubs, 22 hotels 
and 5 hostels constituting the rest (Choi 2007: 2). The research site was chosen out 
of the concern of getting access to sex workers. The specially l iving status of female 
sex workers makes it a difficult task to obtain trust and consent from them. I have 
gained access to the field thanks to the introduction and permission of Prof. S.Y.P. 
Choi, who has extensive field experience and has built up solid cooperation with field 
sponsor- the local Center for Sexually Transmitted Disease and Leprosy Control. It is 
by their existing long-time cooperation that has made this research possible. And 
previous researches in this research site facilitate my research by providing 
fundamental background information of the local social setting and general 
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information of the local female sex workers (Choi 2006, Choi et al 2006, Choi and 
Holroyd 2007). Although the research site is researched by different projects and 
researchers, but this research is on different research topic. And as high mobility of 
female sex workers is reported in the research area, most of the respondents in this 
research are new comers to the local sex industry. The pioneering work of opening up 
new field site definitely contributes to study of female sex workers in China. I 
appreciate the arduous work of the pioneers and I regret that due to many constrains 
this research is built upon the proceeding pioneers' contributions. 
1) Sampling 
Rather than choosing respondents randomly, which risk unwanted duplication in 
the sample, and which add to the time and monetary cost of the research, for this 
research, my sample is chosen to maximize range (Weiss 1994: 23). The variable I 
use is female sex workers' distinctive pricing clusters. In Choi (2007)'s research, she 
categorizes "low-", "middle-", and "high-class" of female sex workers, depending on 
their charging of a single act of intercourse, which are respectively US$2-6, 
US$10-13 and US$16 or above . This kind of classification facilitates identifying 
differentiation in the socioeconomic status of sex workers, organization in the work 
sites, and types of customers, etc. (Choi 2007: 4). For my research, according to my 
field sponsor, this kind of categorization was consistent with local perceptions of the 
social hierarchy of sex work. Meanwhile, for the local sponsor institution, they do not 
process the individualized information of each female sew worker, in their outreach 
work run by different projects, they have record of the sex workers' working venue. 
Thus this categorization is convenient for local sponsor to make appointment with the 
entertainment venues and facilitates my research arrangement. 
As my sample scope is small with 14 respondents, this way of sampling helps 
me maximize range and to involve instances of infrequent types, displaying 
significant variation. Among my respondents, I have 6 low-class female sex workers, 
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4 middle-class, and 4 high-class. Their age ranges from 17 years old to 35 years old. 
4 former drug abusers are included in my sample, and 2 respondents of Yi minority 
group. The respondents' education ranges from no schooling to college year-2 leaver. 
Other information of the sex workers can be seen from the attached table. 
The outcome proves that purposeful sampling to maximize range was effective 
in including a diversity of respondents. As the sample is small, in my analysis the 
systematically comparison between the three categories is not so valid. But the 
heterogeneity of the sample can prevent treating female sex workers as an invariant 
group. 
2) Access and interview process 
The interviews were arranged by the local sponsor institution and a doctor of the 
institution accompanied me to the working venues and introduced me to the 
respondents. She works as my sponsor in the research site. Among all the interviews, 
5 were conducted in consultation room of the city's Methadone Clinic. Others were 
conducted in the respondents' own room in their establishment of work. This is to 
guarantee confidentiality of the contents of the interviews. Participation of female sex 
workers was voluntary, and verbal consent was asked from every respondent; when 
some sex workers refused to be interviewed, I and the key sponsor did not further 
persuade them to join. The language of the interviewer was Mandarin Chinese. For 
the interviewees, they are encouraged to speak Mandarin but are allowed to speak in 
their own dialect when they find speaking Mandarin difficult. Interviews last between 
30 minutes to 70 minutes. One respondent (Bian) was interviewed twice. All the 
interviews were recorded and transcribed word for word into Chinese. Information 
that may cause disclosure of the respondents' true identity, like their names, the name 
of the establishment they worked, or other distinctive characteristics were deleted 
from quoted transcripts and each respondent was given pseudo family names in this 
thesis. The author has exclusive access to the transcripts and recorded material of the 
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respondents. This procedure is to protect privacy of the respondents and anonymity of 
the entertainment venues where they worked. After each interview, the respondent 
was given gifts such as a pack of condom or lubricant (worth approximately US$ 5) 
for their completion of the interview. 
I was introduced to the respondents as a doctor from Hong Kong who would like 
to know more about their work and life and would like to listen to their troubles of 
life. Actually "a doctor" is a cover identity for me in the field which was started by 
my field sponsor. Her concern is that because the local medical institution had a long, 
trusty relationship with local female sex workers, the identity of being a doctor 
provided me trustworthy and accessible upon first encounter with the respondents. I 
regarded that being a sociological researcher was strange to the respondents, as 
sociology was an academic jargon to many people of different education background. 
And it could generate distance between the respondents and I and might have 
negative effect of interview relationship. So I adopted the disguise of being "doctor", 
which earn me quick trust and familiarity from my respondents. However, this 
identity did generate some problems and embarrassing moments, as some respondents 
asked me about knowledge of HIV/AIDS and other STDs. At that moment, I could 
not give definite answer but only to ask them to seek help from doctors of local 
medical institutions. After all, I forfeited an identity that did not belong to me, and I 
profited from the trusty starting of interviews brought by this identity. In this way, I 
built a power relationship with my respondents and me. Sex workers were somehow 
forced by this relationship to talk me. With my being the doctor who owns the power 
of knowledge and the ability of curing their diseases, there was power imposed on 
them to talk to me. Although I am doing this research to destigamtize sex workers, 
my way of getting access to them was shaded with a latent possibility to mark them as 
"unhealthy persons who are in need of medical treatment", for which the purpose of 
gaining access is not an excuse. And this identity also influenced the respondents' 
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providence of information in the interview, with many of them complaining their 
health problems. Sex workers were affected by the power relation generated by my 
false identity to present themselves as patients. 
3. Analysis: Grounded theory approach 
Grounded theory methods were used to analyze the data (Charmaz 2001; Glaser 
1978; 1990; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1998). Since its advent in 
1967，with the book The Discovery of Grounded Theory, this approach was followed 
by controversy and debates among sociologists. Since then, it has developed as a 
research method, with the cofounders heading it towards slightly different directions 
(Babbie 2003: 361). In The Discovery of Grounded Theory, the authors would 
promote a method to discover theory from data systematically obtained from social 
research. The book is about beginning formulation of some of the processes of 
research for generating theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967:2-3). In Strauss and Corbin 
(1998)，s later development of grounded theory, their focus is on treating grounded 
theory as a analytical approach of qualitative data, and by grounded theory, they mean 
that theory was derived from data, systematically gathered and analyzed through the 
research process (Strauss and Corbin 1998: 12). However, Glaser (1992) criticized 
that Basics of Qualitative Research (1987) cannot produce a grounded theory and "it 
provides a forced, preconceived, full conceptual description, which is fine, but it is 
not grounded theory" (Glaser 1992:3). For Glaser, the researcher must be patient and 
should not force the data out of their own eagerness and impatience, and should wait 
for the date to emerge, "he must trust that emergence will occur and it does" (Glaser 
1992:3). In the analysis process, the researcher should not have "forced questioning 
and preconceived concepts" in his mind, and the related categories will emerge 
naturally, as he stated that "there is no need to force data until it gives up; emergence 
will happen" (Glaser 1992: 20). 
Charmaz (2001:339) interprets that Glaser (1992) thinks that the significant 
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issues in the research field and the significant data will be readily obvious to the 
researcher, and Glaser believes that anything other than that "preconceives the 
ensuing research" (Charmaz 2001:339). Charmaz disagrees with Glaser, and the 
former claims that the interaction between the researcher and the researched produces 
the data, and so it is with the meanings that the researcher identifies and defines 
(Charmaz 2001: 339). I regard Glaser's persistence on natural emergence of 
significance is a impossible mission, as I much accept the standpoint of social 
constructionist, which treats meaning as a joint product of all the social actors 
involved. Charmaz (2001) also criticized that Glaser and Strauss (1967) (Glaser 1978) 
imply in early works that the categories are included in the data and may show 
themselves to the researcher. She claims that "the categories reflect the interaction 
between the observer and observed, and any observer's worldview, disciplinary 
assumptions, theoretical proclivities and research interests will influence his or her 
observations an emerging categories" (Charmaz 2001: 337). Early efforts of Glaser 
and Strauss (1967), especially Glaser (1990)，s correction of Strauss (1987)，s work, 
demonstrate Glaser's definite request of objectiveness of the analysis process, and his 
absolute refusal of the inter-subjectivity of the researcher and researched. Glaser 
(1990) criticized that Strauss and Corbin (1987)，s work is about a method which 
forces data to generate related categories. However, the research process, including 
data collection process and data analysis, is a mutual interaction of researcher and 
research. Researcher's subjectivity inevitably participates in the research, which 
contribute to qualitative research's distinctiveness and advantages. But I can 
understand that Glaser's endeavor in eliminating and controlling subjective bias in 
qualitative researches and his position in directing qualitative to be more scientific 
and reliable. The issue of subjectivity is still a controversial issue in qualitative 
methodology. What I can leam from the divergence occurred in grounded theory 
researchers, is that the interaction of researchers and research subjects is essential to 
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the completion of qualitative research, and the subjective bias should be reflected and 
controlled in order not to enhance the "scientific" nature of qualitative research. 
As discussed above, within the school of grounded theory researchers, there 
exist many controversial issues and unsolved problems. However, I would like to 
adopt grounded theory as my analysis method. In many researches, grounded theory 
was used as analytical tool (Choi 2007; Charmaz 1994; Kong 2006; 0ronal990). And 
in books on research method, grounded theory is recognized as one of the analytical 
tools available to qualitative data (Babbie 2003: 362).I employed this method in my 
analysis of transcripts of this research. And I think that this method has made my 
analysis grounded in the data and I have made efficient analysis of the transcripts and 
have gained description and discussion relevant to the research question. 
1) Coding 
Analysis is the interplay between researchers and data (Strauss and Corbin 1998: 
13). The fist step in my analysis is to do line-by-line coding of all the transcripts. This 
technique is used with the written interviews or notes in which, line by line, the 
researcher conceptualizes the data (Orona 1990: 179). In this coding process, every 
sentence and every message of the respondents is abstracted by the researcher, in a 
way to make into a raw category. I did several rounds of coding. The first round is 
line-by-line open coding, which helped me in getting a general impression of all the 
transcripts. The term "open" expresses well the key role in grounded theory of a 
creative response to data (Dey 1999: 112). And by this process, I got familiar with 
each respondent's characteristics and their life stories. A number of "themes" jumped 
into my mind and they leave impressions in my mind. In the second round, I reflected 
on the first coding I made to the transcripts to see if the conceptualization really 
matched with the meaning that the respondent would like to convey. And I made a 
copy of the reemerging categories which impressed me the most and saw what 
quotations I could recall from these categories. In the last round, I used axial coding, 
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in which core categories had been formulated to account for more variables. And I 
wrote down the life trajectories of each respondent, and to locate these core categories 
in their temporal axes. 
The advantages of grounded theory in the coding process is that: first, it guided 
me into systematical process of data, and built up my confidence and patience for my 
qualitative data, as I recognized that behind every sentence lies meaning endowed by 
the respondent; second, it directed me in asking the questions of the properties of the 
generated categories. For example, when I want to generate the category of 
"stigmatization", with the guidance of my supervisor, a series of questions have been 
asked, like "what is stigmatization", "who is stigmatizing whom", "what is 
stigmatization against", "what is the consequence of stigmatization", etc. These 
questions helped me to organize the information appeared in the transcripts and aided 
me to demonstrate a logical and holistic description of different aspects of the 
category. Thus it prevented me from drifting aimless in the vast volume of transcripts. 
2) Memos 
The function of memos is to aid in the formulation of a grounded theory. 
However, how that end is achieved is left to the imagination of the researcher. In my 
research, I used memos to help me reflect more on the relationship between different 
categories and subcategories, and between different properties of the same categories. 
The memo taking process is an internal dialogue between the data and I, the 
researcher. I wrote memos when the analyzed data inspired me in trying to figure out 
the latent relationships and my critical thinking on the issues existing in the 
transcripts. And additional to this, I wrote memos whenever my ideas were inspired 
by previous literature to track back to the coded part, and I noted my recent reflection 
on the issue, with comparison with other people' work. 
Grounded theory analysis (Strauss and Corbin 1998) has improved my data 
analysis process and made my thesis writing grounded in my data and make full 
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‘ advantage of my data. Yet there are other analytical tools available, I chose grounded 
theory because of my personal training and interest in applying it in my data analysis. 
I According to Glaser (1990), Strauss and Corbin's work can no longer be in the name 
of grounded theory. For my research, I would not join the battle of the co-authors on 
what is grounded theory, but rather to critically leam and use it, to make it an efficient 
1 
tool for my data analysis. The further discussion of grounded theory's philosophical 
origin, on what is social reality, is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
I 
General fact sheet of respondents 
\ I 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 
No. Pseudo name Age Marital Status Mother Working venue Class Education Other info 
1 Bian 34 Remarried N Street walker Low-class Primary school Methadone taker 
i 
2 Cai 37 Remarried Y Street walker Low-class Junior school Methadone taker 
] 3 Ding 22 Single N Entertainment venue High-class Junior school 
4 Er 30 Single N Entertainment venue Low-class 2 years Methadone laker 
I 5 Fang 31 Single N Uncertain Uncertain High school Methadone taker 
5 Guo 20 Single N Entertainment venue Middle-class High school 
7 He 25 Divorced Y Entertainment venue High-class Junior school 
8 Yin 24 Divorced Y Entertainment venue Middle-class Junior school 
9 Jiang 35 Divorced Y Entertainment venue High-class Junior school 
10 Kang 23 Single N Entertainment venue High-class College year 2 
11 Liu 20 Single N Entertainment venue Low-class No schooling Yi minority group 
I — 
( 
12 Miao 17 Single N Entertainment venue Low-class 5 years Yi minority group 
13 Niu 25 Divorced Y Entertainment venue Middle-class Junior school 
14 Ou 22 Married Y Entertainment venue Middle-class Junior school 





Chapter 4: Rethinking Stigma on Sex Workers: Experience, Consequences and 
Management 
1. Introduction 
Since Goffman's seminal essay, researches on stigma have become extremely 
productive and they lead to "elaborations, conceptual refinement, and repeated 
demonstrations of negative impact of stigma on the lives of the stigmatized" (Link 
2001: 363). In social psychological studies, crucial concern is "on treating stigma as a 
special social relationship and on studying cognitive and affective underpinning of 
such relationships and with the behavioral problems they entail" (Jones 
1984:6).While adopting the sociological perspective, health researches examine the 
effects of stigma on the physical health and mental health status of the stigmatized, 
like urinary incontinence (Sheldon and Caldwell 1994), cancer (Fife and Wright 
2000), and mental illness (Angermeyer and Matschinger 1994，Corrigan and Penn 
1999，Cummings and Cummings 1995, Link BG 1997, Phelan JC et al 2000). 
Stigma is blameworthy for its negative consequences on sex workers. Fact sheets 
published by UNAIDS summarizes that social stigma and low social status is among 
the factors causing high rates of infection among sex workers (UNAIDS 2006). 
Social stigma and discrimination against sex workers generate a situation that creates 
violent tendency (UNAIDS 2006). Large proportion of work has been done on the 
effects of stigmatization of sex workers' psychological health (Romans et al 2001). 
Researches have shown that psychological effects of selling sex can cause sex 
workers' eating disorders (Cooney 1990)，depression (Bagley 1999, Chudakov et al. 
2002), and drug use (Sterk 2000). El Bassel et al (1997) explain in their work that the 
feeling of stigmatization because of the nature and illegal status of sex work, sex 
workers experience psychological stresses. In Vanwesenbeeck (2005)'s study, stigma 
and stigma-related experiences are most important factors accounted for burnout of 
sex workers. 
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In an era of HIV/AIDS, more attention is given to sex workers' sexual health. 
Stigma also affects sex workers' health-seeking behavior, and it impedes sex workers' 
seeking of medical help, as shown that they dislike bureaucracy in government 
hospitals out of worry of confidentiality, and they rely on self remedy and private 
clinics (Wong 2003). Stigmatization of sex workers undermines the self-esteem and 
self-confidence of sex workers, and makes them in an inferior position in negotiating 
condom use with customs and thus increases their risks of HIV/AIDS (Choi and 
David 2007)). Psychological inferiority will make female sex workers vulnerable to 
violence from clients; knowing themselves as "prostitute", they were reluctant to ask 
for help when they were battered or raped by their customers (Pyett and War 1997). 
Wojcicki (2001)'s discussion on police's harassment and bribery reported by sex 
workers also shows that, with the exploitation of stigma, sex workers face great 
pressure when reporting violence and crimes to police, as police do not believe them 
and refuse to protect their safety, or even orally insult them (Wojcicki 2001: 104-105). 
Inventing the notion "emotional risks", Sanders (2004a) argues that sex workers 
considered the emotional and psychological consequences of selling sex as a peril 
comparable to that of physical violence and health concerns. Disclosure of being a 
prostitute could lead to the end of a relationship with boyfriend, family collapse, 
stigmatization and irremediable anguish (Sanders 2004a). 
The above literature shows how stigma influences sex workers' well-being. In 
these researches, there exists no sufficient elaboration which locates stigmatization in 
a substantive context. What circumstances can be designated as stigmatization and 
how is stigmatization being experienced remain a gap. These works have 
demonstrated sex workers as victims of stigma, but do not mention sex workers' 
management of stigma and resistance against stigmatization. This chapter attempts to 
fill the void. I will examine how sex workers experience stigmatization, the 
consequences of stigmatization on them, and various ways through which they 
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empower themselves in managing stigma. 
1) Theoretical framework 
Although its application in sociological studies is quite common today, the 
concept of stigma is still elusive and complicated. The various definitions of stigma 
not only show the expansion of connotation of this concept, but also its participation 
in different fields of studies. In his classic work Stigma, Goffman (1968) refers stigma 
as "the situation of the individual who is disqualified from full social acceptance" 
(1968:9), which can cause a person with that attribute to be reduced in the others' 
minds "from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one" (1968:12). 
Goffman defines three categories of stigma, physical, conduct and tribal (See Page 
1984:4-5). 
This definition's focus is on the discrediting attribute, the stain of the stigmatized, 
and it also indicates the consequences of possessing the stigma. Another definition 
emphasizes on those who stigmatize, referring the stigma to "be considered to be 
negative perceptions and behaviors of so-called normal people to all individuals who 
are different from themselves" (English 1977). In later work, the definition of stigma 
was put in an interactive context, as "stigma acquires its meaning through the emotion 
it generates within the person bearing it and the feeling and behavior toward him of 
those affirming it" (Cummings and Cummings 1995). Jones (1984)'s work pushes the 
definition forward to a relational context. According to his analysis, stigma exists as a 
special type of social relationships — those "in which one participant has a condition 
that is at least potentially discrediting" (1984: 6). From the above definitions, four 
key elements related to stigma can be extracted: the discrediting attribute, those who 
stigmatizing, the stigmatized and the context in which the stigmatized and the 
stigmatizing interact, as illustrated by the following graph: 
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2) Stigmatization of sex work in China 
Generally, those with conduct stigmas are regarded as to be blamed on their own 
for their discrediting attributes. It is regularly assumed that such individuals have 
purposefully behaved in socially undesirable ways (Page 1984: 6). However, the 
social acceptance is decided by the social norms and other structural properties of a 
society. The relationship between stigma and social power suggests that women's 
vulnerability to stigmatization is representative of their status of subordination, their 
fairly inferior position in power structure (Schur 1983). When we discuss the issue of 
stigma of female sex workers in China, the structural context of the state, the central 
themes in the political and economic ideology, and the gender norms buried in culture, 
are necessary for inquiry on this issue. 
Prostitution is not a novel term in Chinese history. Heshatter (1997) provides a 
thorough historical demonstration of prostitution in Shanghai, China during the early 
20出 century. Her work shows how the prostitution is linked to the state's discourse of 
its position as being invaded and insulted. The naming and defining of the dangers of 
prostitutes at that time is linked to the country's modernization (Hershatter 1997:245). 
In Gronewold (1982)'s study of prostitution in China 1860-1936, she argues that 
prostitution in China at that time was of no qualitative distinction from the common 
buy and sell of women throughout Chinese history. In prostitution and other trades of 
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women, they "were limited, restricted and reduced to property" (Gronewold 1982: 3). 
In the first decade after the establishment of P.R.China in 1949, the abolition of 
prostitution imposed by the socialist government has made "the prostitutes 
disappeared from the urban landscape and the new social order promoted by the 
Communist Party" (Henroit 1995: 485). 
From 1978 to the present, China has been undergoing economic reform and been 
promoting socialist market economy. This is an era of social transformation and 
transvaluation comparable to the time of early 20出 century. The economic reform 
reinforces transformation in social norms and moral values. China has been dealing 
with the resurgence of prostitution, which is interwoven with other dilemmas the 
country encounters in social transformation. The solution from the government is 
repressive policy and police crack-downs on sex workers. Legal punishment on 
prostitution generates extra inequalities between sex workers and their clients, shown 
by sex workers hence bearing most of the social stigmatization, public condemns and 
punishment (Choi and David 2007). Besides the repressive policies, public media 
have also strengthened the dangerous and harmful image of sex workers. In fact, "sex 
worker" remains an academic term and it is seldom used to refer to prostitutes in 
public discourse. What is often used is "sex-selling women", or "Misses". Sex 
workers appear in reports on crimes and deviance, to show the effectiveness of 
police's strike-hard (yanda) campaigns against prostitution. The clients of sex 
workers are often excluded in these reports, except those who are in high 
socio-economic status that appear in the scandals of visiting prostitutes. 
China is a country that has been influenced by Confucianism. Women's role has 
been restricted and limited in the family. Women's subordination to men is 
strengthened and regulated. Loyalty, chastity and dependence on men are the main 
requests in gender expectation of women. And women's roles as mother and wife are 
essential to judge a women's decency. Thus female sex workers are considered 
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offenders of the gender norms set by Confucianism. Sex selling is also against the 
conventional perception of sex. 
The issue of stigma is seldom discussed in empirical works done on sex workers 
in Mainland China, while in Hong Kong (Yim 2003, Kong 2006) and Taiwan (Ding 
2006，Ho 2000)，great portion of works aim at demonstrating sex workers' own 
empowerment in combating "whore stigma". For scholars in China, Pan (2005), 
pioneering researcher on sex workers in China, advocates that doing sex work is labor 
right for sex workers, and he is an activist who proposes the legalization of sex 
workers. Li Yinhe (2006) is also on the side of decriminalization of prostitution. 
China now is also threatened by the expansion of HIV/ADDS. Sex workers 
therefore have been a focus group in health researches. The special setting in China 
has added to severity and complexity of stigma on sex workers, and similar to studies 
on sex workers in other countries and regions, the study of the stigma will be 
correlative and implicative to studies on other aspects of sex workers' life. Moreover, 
the study of stigmatization on sex workers is beneficial to harm reduction intervention 
on sex workers in Mainland China. In this chapter, I would like to analyze sex 
workers' experiences of stigmatization and their management of stigma. I would 
argue that stigma is not an attribute, an object sex workers passively possess, but 
rather a continuum where sex workers deal with their own perception of their being 
sex worker, and the others' derogation against sex work. Sex workers resist 
minimizing force on their identity in a way of normalizing their stigma. Sex workers 
will mobilize resources embedded in the unique local and structural context of China, 
to empower themselves in stigma management. 
2. The experience of stigmatization 
When we analyze the stigma on the side of the stigmatized, stigma and 
stigmatization are often shown in the bearers' social experience. Categorized by Jones 
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(1984), there are three kinds of interactions between normal people and people with 
stigma: role-based interactions, close relationships and casual encounters (Jones 
1984:11). I would like use these categories to analyze sex workers' experience of 
stigmatization. 
1 )Role-based interaction 
The role-based interaction lies in sex worker and client, and clients know 
directly sex workers' identity. Sex workers are selling their sex in order to make 
money, so that when they are in front of clients, they are facing selection by the 
clients. One of the respondents once had a caesarean operation, she says that: 
I had a scar. Some clients, after they entered the room, I asked why you 
don't choose me. They said that you had given birth to a child. (He, 25 years 
old, in entertainment venue) 
In the eyes of the clients, sex workers are available alternatives, and clients can 
decide which one to buy according to their preference of body as object of sex. 
Clients prefer to buy young, beautiful looking body. The scar of the operation makes 
this sex worker undeserved. This sex worker is reduced to a sex object. Clients even 
bargain with sex workers about the price because of her physical defect. The same 
respondent says: 
He said that he would pay 150 yuan to play for two days. I refused. I am 
not a street-walker. I said you can visit the street walkers. (He, 25 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
For clients, sex service is like any other kind of consumption. They seek 
effective satisfaction from the money paid on sex workers. Sex workers are 
minimized to tradable bodies. For clients, sex workers are trading all their selves, and 
they do not have the right to voice out their own determination in their business. A 
respondent describes her encounter: 
The client asked to go out with him and I said that I never go out. And 
the clients said: "you just work for money, right? I can give you more". I said: 
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"I can manage without earning your money and I won't go out with you." 
(Kang, 23 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Clients like this have very strong superiority over sex workers because of their 
customer status. They think that once paid, sex workers not only sell their body, but 
also provide dependence and subordination to the clients. For the clients, any form of 
insistence on willingness is a strategy for demanding higher payment. Clients would 
pay more to gain dominance over sex workers. 
The above examples take place in the negotiation of trade between sex workers 
and clients. Sex workers, once sex is sold, the whole dignity and prestige as 
individuals have been diminished. During the sexual intercourse, some clients have 
verbal and behavioral insult on sex workers. 
Sometimes I even cried. He treated me in a rude and irascible way. He said 
that he spent money on us, and he could do whatever he wanted. (Guo, 20 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
In the sex trade, sex workers are not humans, but only disposable bodies paid for 
sexual satisfaction. In this situation, sex workers immediately feel that they are 
non-persons in the eyes of clients, as quoted from the same respondent: 
In this situation we do feel sad, because we are persons as well, we are 
not something. (Guo, 20 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Sex workers experience stigmatization from clients. Stigmatization exploits of sex 
workers' self-determination and spiritual autonomy in front of clients. When this 
stigmatization reaches certain limit, sex workers have disavowals of the stigma as 
immediate resistance towards stigmatization. They express their willingness in 
controlling their business and their confirmation of their being autonomous persons. 
2) Close interaction 
The second situation is in sex workers' close interaction with others. Here we 
need to distinguish two groups of the stigmatized: the discredited and discreditable. 
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Those whose difference is known to others directly are the discredited, and those who 
keep their stigma from being known by others are the discreditable (Goffman 
1968:14). Among my respondents, four respondents have their stigma being known 
by close ones. One respondent experiences extreme stigmatization from her husband. 
Her husband and she are both methadone takers. The respondent does sex work so as 
to make money to support them two. Sometimes the respondent does not want to go 
out to work, her husband would say: 
"You are not someone who has never sold. Go out to sell!" When I go 
out to sell, he is happy. When I do not go out, he will scold me. (Bian, 34 
years old, street-walker) 
In her husband's opinion, as her dignity has been lost, it doe not matter if she is 
willingly or not in the sex work. Out of the economic concern, her husband is using 
her as a money-making machine. Her husband devalues her from a worthy and 
respectable woman, but only taking advantage of her body as profit bringer. 
In Chinese, there is a very powerful word to denounce a woman, which is 
"low-down" (Xiajian). "Low-down" means that a woman is loose in morals, is in 
very low status and is anything but respectable. The respondent's husband abuses her 
by the word "low-down": 
He said that at least you know that you are low. I was very angry. I said 
that you listen carefully, I am not low-down, but my life is low-down. He said: 
"You are low-down, forever low-down". (Bian, 34 years old, street-walker) 
The respondent experiences the infamy from her closest family member. 
However, she is still trying to disapprove the stigmatization that her husband put on 
her. By saying that her life is low-down, she would distance herself from the others' 
condemnation of her moral degradation. In this way, she would show that it is the 
destiny that has made her life what it is, not her personal account. Another girl also 
experiences stigmatization from her ex-boyfriends: 
I was together with some guys, but later I discovered that they could not be 
real to you at all, when they thought of you as this kind of person... He doesn't 
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care about me as a person... May be because I am someone who works in this 
kind of place. (Guo, 20 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Stigmatization is experienced as the respondent realizes her losing respect from 
her boyfriends. Being sex worker makes the respondent undeserved for real treatment 
of love. Her boyfriend's stigmatization on her is in a form of unserious treatment on 
her, regarding her as unworthy of prudent emotion. 
Besides the above two, the other two discredited respondents are both divorced 
women and their being sex worker is only known to their parents and siblings. The 
two sex workers do not suffer that much as the above two from the stigmatization of 
their family members. The parents of these two show understanding and support in 
their doing sex work. However, even when family members are on the side of the two 
sex workers, having disclosed her identity to the neighbors, one respondent 
experiences stigmatization in another way: 
They said that, said those words, to my mother. (Crying) I feel it does not 
matter; (Crying continuously) does not matter. (Jiang, 35years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
These neighbors' stigmatization is on the side of mainstream moral value of 
local society. They use the power of morality to denounce and degrade the sex 
worker's family. As morally deviant, as norm breakers, the sex worker's family is 
excluded from the respect of the local community. 
3) Casual encounters 
The third situation is in sex workers' interaction with other normal people in 
casual encounters. These normal people are very ambiguous in sex workers' 
narrations. They often use "others", or "the normal" to designate this group of normal 
people in their life circle. They express that they are being looked down upon by 
them: 
I: You mentioned that this work has made you lose your dignity. How do 
you feel that? 
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R: I feel that from the others. 
I: How? 
R: From the expression in others' eyes. (Kang, 23 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
As sex workers in their work site do not communicate much with normal people 
outside, the others here are just normal people in their daily casual encounters. These 
people are mainly strangers to sex workers. Although no precise information on time, 
place and the situation is shown in their interaction, many sex workers' narratives 
indicate that they are being despised by others, as one respondent notes: 
I feel fame, fame, no fame at all. Although that I have earned more than I do 
in the factories, but I feel inferior and losing face in front of others. When I 
see others looking at me, I feel (shamed). (Jiang, 35 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
The casual encounters with normal strangers serve as reminders of sex workers' 
stigmatized identity. Because the respondents do not provide specific depiction of that 
situation, and lack of observation of sex workers' interactions with others, it is hard to 
fetch the exact behavior and expression of the normal people in casual encounters. 
However, it can be inferred that inferiority in front of normal people is to some extent 
due to sex workers' own awareness and sensitivity of their stigma. They are much 
alerted when they are in the situation with normal people, who remind sex workers' 
of their differences from normal people brought by their stigmatized identity. 
3. Consequences of stigmatization 
1) Depreciative self-reflection 
Stigma exists in the eyes of stigmatized. Sex workers' own perception of the 
stigma is essential to their self-evaluation. When being asked how they perceive their 
doings sex work, one respondent said: 
I feel that when I do this, I look down upon myself, just this feeling. (Yin, 24 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
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This sex worker's self-despise is based on her previous status as a normal 
worker in a restaurant: 
When I just left home and worked in a hot-pot restaurant, I saw them (sex 
workers) and I knew they were doing this business. I felt, it was hard to tell, 
that feeling. Whatever, I felt very awful, that feeling. I did not expect that I 
would be in this way. (Yin, 24 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Former attitude towards sex workers makes this respondent capable of 
speculating others' perceptions on her. She used to be in the position of stigmatizer. 
The previous learning of social norms makes the respondent hard to adapt to her 
status as the stigmatized. Stigmatization, although sometimes are not in visible forms 
like expression and behaviors from others, but in a form in which previous self 
penalizes the present self. This can be shown in sex workers' judgment of their work. 
A Yi Minority sex worker said: 
(When asked about what her siblings do now.) 
They are migrant workers. They all work. Hah, I am the only one who is 
doing bad thing. (Liu, 20 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Compared to her siblings who work in the factories as migrant workers, sex 
work is deviant, morally bad, and abnormal. The stigmatization against sex workers 
that they are deviant, loose in morals, can impel sex workers' self-disliking 
sentiments: 
Stupid, I feel that I am stupid and incompetent. Things that other common 
girls can do, what they all can do, I can not do it on my own... Like they are 
working in the factories, they have better conditions than I do. But I work in 
this place, so I am inferior to them.(Guo, 20 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
Self-depreciation is shown from her judgment that sex work is not a work that 
common girls do. Sex work is a business that does not need capability and 
intelligence. She thinks that she is inferior to common girls who work in factories, as 
she is incapable of working in the factories. Stigmatization has expanded the 
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depreciation into sex workers' whole self. Another respondent admits that: 
I feel that, sometimes when I think of myself, I look down upon myself, the 
most difficult is this...It is just that doing this, makes me feel that I have no 
future anyway.(Miao, 17 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Sex work is a shameful stain that has long-lasting effect of stigmatization. The 
depreciation of self has entered the prospect of sex workers' own future. The 
respondent here has escaped from her wedding and her family needs to pay back the 
betrothal money back to the groom's family. When she judges those sex workers who 
work purely for making money, she says: 
I: If someone is just willing to do sex work as her job, how do you look at 
them? 
R: I，if it is the case, I will still look down upon her. (Miao, 17 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
The self-depreciation shows the self-propelling power of stigmatization, as sex 
workers blame onto themselves for their stigmatized identity. And it is a supreme 
form of stigmatization, because sex workers have initiated their inferiority caused by 
their stigma and have suffered from spontaneous condemning force from their inner 
world. 
2) Distancing from the normal 
Following self-depreciation, sex workers may be in an inferior status when 
socializing with normal people. As one respondent expresses: 
Because generally, generally we do this business, people like us don't 
communicate much with others. I feel that other people despise me. I feel that. 
(Yin, 24 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Sex workers are very cautious about their stigmatized identity. For those normal 
people who have known already about sex workers' identity, sex workers are 
consciously avoiding the socialization with them. The stigmatization on sex workers 
makes them reluctant to make new friends who have other different jobs. Their 
59 
friends circle is often limited to co-workers: 
I do not get to know people not doing this. I feel that those people look down 
upon me. But when I with my peers who are also doing this, everyone has 
been used to it, and it does not matter (losing face). (Yin, 24 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Co-workers are sharers of the same stigma of sex workers and there exists 
empathy and equal status is guaranteed within this circle. When they are back to 
previous friends circle, they still face the problem of inferiority in front of others. One 
respondent who is a college year2 leaver says: 
I feel pressured when I am in front of others. I feel that, the other classmates, 
they are college graduates. But I have only finished the second year in college. 
I feel shamed and inferior, and I can not raise my head in front of them. (Kang, 
23 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Doing sex work puts more pressure on her self-esteem. When compared with her 
previous classmates, the failure of her life is so apparent, which brings much more 
negative sentiments. In socialization with others, one needs to release personal 
information. The job/occupation is a very important item in personal information. But 
for sex workers, it is where their stigma lies. Besides self-inferiority, their limitation 
in socialization is also out of the concern of hiding their stigmatized identity. As has 
been shown in the stigmatization experience, the disclosure of stigma can threaten 
their well-being and render their original life into chaos. 
3) Psycho burden of disclosure 
Most sex workers in my research purposefully hide their identity from their 
family members, but their worry of disclosure is from time to time: 
It is the case when I am with my previous classmates and relatives. Because I 
dare not to go to their homes, because that I am worrying disclosing my 
identity of doing this. If disclosed, I will have greater burden. I feel pressured 
when in front of my parents. I am also worrying infected disease (STD). If I 
am infected, the hardest thing is to confront my parents. (Ding, 22 years old, 
in entertainment venue) 
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The respondent has reckoned consequences of disclosure of stigma to family 
members. Her worry of infecting STDS is linked to her fear of exposure of being sex 
workers to her family. This worry could delay sex workers' concern of marriage, as 
quoted from the same respondent: 
When my mom suggests meeting someone to marry, I feel that I am under a 
lot of pressure. When I get to know someone, he will ask me about where I 
work, and so on. I feel hard to face this, as I am not good at lying. I would 
explain to mom that I would not want to go. (Ding, 22 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
This respondent's reluctance of meeting normal people is based on her worry of 
disclosure of her stigma. Sex workers are frightened by stigma's invasion to their 
future marriage. Sex workers carefully diminish possibility of releasing their stigma. 
The worry of disclosure of stigma adds to their psychological worry and panic about 
their future life back to the normal world. When talking about future husband, one 
respondent says: 
If I marry someone who knows about my past, besides the sweet times, when 
we quarrel he will count my past. If he scolds me as used to be sex worker, it 
would hurt my self-esteem. Some people would count my past, this would 
make me furious. (Er, 30 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Sex workers worry of disclosure of stigma does not only locate in the present 
time, but also shed light into their future life. Even they can successfully keep the 
stigma as a secret at the present, and in future there is little possibility of disclosure, 
the stigmatization still has long-lasting psychological effects on sex workers. 
I: In the future, you will deal with your past... 
R: I will still feel shadowed. 
I: Can you get rid of this past psychologically? 
R: I feel that it will still be a burden in my heart. (Ding, 22 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
4. Managing the Stigma 
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1) Information management 
When facing the negative consequences of stigma, sex workers are not passive 
sufferers. They mobilize themselves in dealing with the stigma. Goffman's 
management of stigma is mainly on the information control techniques. Passing and 
covering, as he defines, are skills the stigmatized used to avoid the visibility of their 
failings. Here I would like to talk about those discreditable sex workers and how they 
manage their stigma when they are in front of the unknown family members. So that 
covering, as ways of the stigmatized "to hide their failings in front of known 
audience" (Goffman 1968:125-126), is not relevant to my analysis here. Sex workers 
develop ways to minimize the chance of suspicion of their spoiled identity and to 
prevent disclosure of their stigma to others. 
Sex workers should first have a faked work identity. Like other rural workers 
that migrate to the cities, they should have a normal job title. When asked how they 
tell their family about their work, every one of them has a carefully chosen disguise, 
as in the following cases: 
I tell my mom and my family that I am working in the supermarket, just lie to 
them. My mom says that it is very hard work in a supermarket. When I send 
money home, they do not accept my money. They say that I should save on 
my own. (Yin, 24 years old, in entertainment venue) 
I tell him that I am doing migrant work outside, and I am working in a 
supermarket, etc. (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
As they lie on their work, they are very cautious on choosing a disguise. If others 
further ask the details about their job, it would be hard for them to make up the 
information. So their strategy is to use their previous work or a work without much 
professional skills, like work in the supermarkets, that they can easily "have" a 
position as cashier or cleaner, etc. For women migrant workers from rural areas, they 
usually work in the positions that do not require professional skills. They chose their 
62 
cover in this way so as to make themselves undistinguished from other women 
migrant workers. 
The above concealment of their stigmatized identity is an elaborately made lie 
and what contribute most to their success in information management are their 
erasing techniques. In Goffman's elaboration, passing is a way to hide stigma symbol, 
namely "signs which are especially effective in drawing attention to a debasing 
identity discrepancy, breaking up what would otherwise be a coherent overall picture, 
with a consequent reduction in our valuation of the individual" (Goffman 1968:59). 
The strategies developed by sex workers, which I name as Erasing Techniques, help 
them to get rid of the visibility of their stigma—being sex workers. 
The techniques are mentioned by almost all the sex workers who keep their 
stigma as secret in front of their families. All the sex workers are migrant workers 
whose hometowns are in rural areas. They work in the city and when they are back to 
their hometown, they use these strategies to turn themselves into normal women 
workers. These strategies can be summarized as: no make-up, no smoking, no 
revealing clothes, no tainted hair, no foul language, etc. What they should keep in 
themselves is to be plain dressed, be well-behaved and be cautious on money 
spending. They are very conscious of not wearing revealing clothes: 
As to wearing, I seldom wear sun-tops at home. I wear T-shirts. (Guo, 20 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
The exposure of much skin is a sign of low-down, as the exposure of body may 
be regarded as a form of seduction to men. They meet the traditional requests on 
women that they dress in a plain way - unobvious, undistinguishable, and sexually 
unattractive. None of the characteristics that sex workers have erased is effective 
stigma symbol that can make normal people distinguish sex workers from other 
women. Smoking, foul language, make-up, revealing clothes in sex workers' opinion 
these are symbols that will cause people's negative evaluation on women. Passing, 
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defined by Goffman, is "the management of undisclosed discrediting information 
about se l f (Goffman 1968:58). More extreme than passing, the erasing techniques of 
sex workers wipe out any piece of information that would violate the traditional and 
local restriction on women's behaviors and appearances. They erase far more than 
their personal discrediting information. They use these techniques mainly when they 
are back to rural areas, where urban ways of wearing and behaviors would make them 
more noticeable than they are in the city. Thus they purposefully get rid of any 
external symbols that give rise to local people's curiosity and speculation of their life 
in the city. 
Not all sex workers take serious the theory behind these strategies. The college 
leaver expresses her way of looking at women's clothes: 
I: Can you tell who are in this business on the streets? 
R: I can't. 
I: Are people here wear revealing clothes? 
R: Not revealing. I can only say fashionable. (Kang, 23 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
For her, more and more women are all dress in a fashionable way. Rather than 
"revealing", which is a derogatory term; she uses "fashionable", a commendatory 
term to just i fy w o m e n ' s will to look pretty. She said that: "Now the society is open and 
everyone likes to be pretty, I can not tell which one sex worker is by wearing." 
Additional to the techniques on their appearances, when sex workers are at home, 
they behave as they used to do when they are domestic daughters, as to show that 
they are not embedded with behavioral changes from doing sex work. This is also a 
form of erasing techniques on their behaviors. The following excerpt suggests: 
Every day I climbed up the hills and to cut grass for feeding pigs, and carry 
animal dung as manure. I did all of this farm work. Even now when I at home, 
I do the same. I do all this work and my family can not believe that I am doing 
this (sex work) outside. (Yin, 24 years old, in entertainment venue) 
64 
When I am home, I take care of my son. I stay at home with him all day. I do 
not go out to play with others. (Niu, 25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
The first respondent does domestic work when she is back home, and the second 
one takes care of her son. They also follow the Confucianism's restriction on women 
that their devotion to family is of vital importance. Obeying the traditional rules, 
merging into the local community, and erasing any susceptible characteristics of sex 
workers, they successfully pass as normal and respectable women when they are back 
home and back to their normal life. 
Information management is on preventing others from getting access to 
information about sex workers' stigmatized identity. The techniques they use here 
only constitute part of the management of stigma. Even when information 
management is successfully done, they still suffer from the depreciative 
self-reflection, as stigmatization's consequences have permeated into their value 
system. So it is naturally for them to develop strategies to resist the internalized 
condemning force. Their next management is on how they develop normalization 
techniques to count down the stigmatizing force. 
2)Normalization techniques 
Stigma, as demonstrate before this section, is not only a biased attitude of the 
normal people to judge outsiders. Stigma can also become a moral penalty that sex 
workers are experiencing. So managing stigma suggested by Goffman is not the end 
of the managing task. Goffman's theory of management of stigma is mainly on 
dealing with the information. And it neglects the transformative effects of everyday 
resistance (Reissman 2000: 131). More active than managing the stigma, sex workers 
develop strategies to counteract the discrediting forces of stigmatization. Besides 
immediate disavowals, they have developed rational deconstruction of the stigma 
attached to them. By inventing normalization techniques, I would like to demonstrate 
how sex workers normalize themselves as normal persons, not the stigmatized, and to 
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see how they prevent the self-propelling of stigma from replacing their whole self. 
Being normal means processing properties that average people have, such as to 
approve social norms accepted by the majority, to behave in the same rationale as 
most people do, etc. 
Accounting for involvement in sex work 
As an achieved stigma, sex workers will be questioned about their entry to sex 
work. A sex worker should first provide an attribution of her getting involved in the 
business. One respondent was cheated by the job agent, she says: 
How did I feel, well, we could not accept this when we entered this place. But 
we spent all the money we had, all of our three. (Kang, 23 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
This girl was told that she would work as receptionist in an entertainment 
establishment. She was cheated and had spent her last penny so that it was natural for 
her to "be forced" to do the business. The economic pressure and the need to survival 
are quite common to any normal one. Her unwillingness demonstrates that the 
restriction of social norm remained to control her behavior. 
Another sex worker told a tragic story: 
We were boyfriend and girlfriend at that time. In the night I was staying alone 
in my dorm. He entered and raped me. He slept with me and then I thought 
that we would get married. But later he left me. I went to this city to do this 
business, in order to forget him. (He, 25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
She was raped by her boyfriend, so that she felt too sad and she joined the 
business. It is hard to find the causal relationship between the two incidents but a 
temporal sequence in these two incidents. What she may want to express is that she 
had experienced great harm at that moment, and then she was so desperate and was 
not in a rational status. The emotional setback can be empathized by normal people 
and doing sex work is her way of healing the pain of lost love. 
Here is another girl's account: 
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At that time it was, I was not willing, nor unwilling. Because at that time I 
was too young and too naive had no idea of what it is. I heard from others that 
it was good to this, so that gradually, gradually, I began to do it. (Guo, 20 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
She explains her involvement by saying that she was "was too young" "did not 
have an idea of that". Her naivety has rescued her from self-condemnation. As she 
was too young and incapable to own a clear moral judgment and she was not 
complete master of herself, she is not blameworthy for her falling down. 
The following respondent was introduced to sex work by her sister, and she 
knew from the very beginning what she was going to do. Here is her accounting: 
When I just went there, I dared not have meals that. I was so scared that I had 
only two meals everyday. Later I got used to it. (Jiang, 35 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
She expresses her reluctance and fear in the first days of her work and her 
painful adaptation to this work. Reluctance and pains are symptoms of the moral 
values rooted in her mind. By showing that she has gone through very harsh time in 
adaptation to this job, she demonstrates her struggle with the previous norms in her 
value system. 
I am not claiming that that these narratives are lies made up the respondents. But 
from their verbal expression, we can find the hints of their intention to normalize 
themselves as persons with moral constraints, with emotions and rationalities. 
Reluctance, childishness, and in adaptation are proving that they are by large like 
normal people and stigma is unwanted stain on their identities. They would like to 
claim that their involvement in sex work is decided by destiny and any normal person 
when in similar situation may have the same choice as they did. These strategies help 
them to bleach their personal account of the moral degradation in doing sex work. 
And they can segregate the stigma of sex work within the limit of their business but 
not the whole of their identities as deviant and abnormal. 
Affirming self-worth 
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Value is of vital importance in a person's identity construction. The self-worth I 
use here refers to personal achievement, merits and other forms of justification can 
make them have positive evaluation of themselves. When facing the minimizing force 
of stigma that causes self-depreciation, some respondents call on their fulfillment of 
role expectation by doing sex work. The respondent shows what kind of women work 
in this business: 
Like us, those who work in this business are all women who are divorced or 
who are layoffs, and who have children. So we do this business. (Niu, 24 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
She mentions here that behind economic stimulus, women work in this business 
is to fulfill their obligation as mothers. When women are divorced or laid off, they 
have to earn money to support their children. This is common for all the women who 
are mothers, and sex work then is just a form of bringing income. Their sacrifices to 
their children demonstrate their moral merits as responsible mothers. Another 
respondent who is divorced and supporting her son and mother says: 
I rely on my ability; I do not steal or rob from others. I make money by my 
labor, very hard work, that's it. (Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment venue) 
The respondent claims the financial independence sex workers have brought to 
her. She is independent of anyone's help. Sex work is her way of making a living by 
her own skills and labors. She works hard and deserves payment. Sex work is not a 
harmful crime like theft or robbing. Better than poverty, she has achieved in 
independence and successfully fulfilled her responsibilities as mother and daughter. 
A sex worker who is methadone taker says that: 
I know that my parents are getting old, they can not make money. If they need 
to support us, we are in our 30s already; we will be not filial to them. ...If 
now I still ask money from them, I will owe them too much. So that I do this 
(sex work), no matter what I do, I am living on my own. (Er, 30 years old) 
As to her, doing sex work is a way of self-reliance. Her parents do not worry 
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about her and they do not have the burden to pay for her methadone. In this kind of 
attribution, she sees the bright side of doing sex work. Her filial consideration of her 
parents makes her feel relieved and her doing sex work is worthy. 
Aligning with society 
The judgment of what is stigma depends on the social norms and moral norms of 
a society. China is undergoing great social transformation and booming economy has 
added a lot of money-centered values into the traditional social norms. Some 
respondents have a more holistic view on doing sex work and they see this as 
acceptable by a monetary society, by a society that permits various kinds of exchange, 
of which selling sex is of no surprise: 
I: How do you see your parents' reaction? 
R: I feel that it is very normal, very normal in our society. This society is no 
longer as before. Nothing surprising, I think. 
I: Then what is our society like, you think? 
R: Monetary society. Just for money.(Niu, 24 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
Sex work is very normal in a monetary society. When everyone's aim is to make 
money, then sex work is not an exception. The society is no longer as before, and it 
can be inferred that in the past it was a society controlled by moral norms and sex 
work is despicable. Now monetary desire is encouraged and controlling force of 
social norms is weakened. Sex work is just a way of making fortune and it shares the 
same tone with the society's propaganda. With the society undergoing value changes, 
the strength of stigmatization is weakening, as one respondent (Jiang, 35 years old) 
said that "Open policy is good, especially to people like us. It is good, or it is impossible for us 
to be liberated. If it were not the open police, it would be harder for me to raise my head in front 
of others. "What our society is like is intangible but every individual has its experience 
and construction of a definition that is favorable to her own account. Another 
respondent sees sex work in the following way: 
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But now in these establishments, all is open. It doesn't matter. We have a lot 
of co-workers who had left home for this business for several years. Recent 
years, they have been to Guangzhou. We even have friends who married to 
Hong Kong, just by doing this business, she married to Hong Kong. (Ou, 22 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
An image of an "open" era is also echoed in this respondent's narrative. The 
large number of co-workers makes her feel supported that sex work is quantitatively 
common. This sex worker talks in an admirable way her friend's case of marrying to 
Hong Kong by doing this business. For her, marrying well is great achievement for a 
woman, which confirms that sex work is also a way towards a good marriage as 
average women expect. Hong Kong is a symbol that means better material life and 
upward flow to a developed society. 
If doing sex work is a moral sin, then before sex workers are blamed, the society, 
the abstract collectivity of all the people, including the normal ones and the 
stigmatized is where the sin is bom and permitted to grow up. Conversely, if the 
society is a monetary, materialist, then they join the flow and have gained what they 
expect. In accordance with the higher level - the societal level, these respondents put 
themselves in a social context which is open and monetary. They are managing the 
stigma from replacing their whole identity, in a way of justifying their being as 
normal as possible. 
5. Conclusion 
This chapter demonstrates female sex workers' experience of stigmatization, the 
consequences of stigmatization and their management of stigma. The stigmatization 
against sex work is much rooted in the fact that female sex workers break the gender 
norms imposed on women in Chinese culture and social structure. In sex workers' 
management of stigma, a very important strategy is their affirming self-worth and 
aligning with society. In the former, sex workers strive to use their economic 
independence and the contribution they make to their family's life enhancement to 
overcome their virtue loss in being good woman; in the latter, sex workers want to 
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leam the other set of grand discourse which emphasize monetary gains and openness 
in morality, and which seems gender-neutral and more tolerant with "norm-breakers", 
to relocate themselves to avoid the attack of stigmatization powered by gender 
ideologies. 
These stigma management strategies are strongly connected with the culture, the 
locality and the social structure (economic and political) of present China. In this way, 
I would like to show how society has been internalized into individuals, and how 
individuals have empower themselves to merge into the present social setting, 
echoing the time's recall to fulfill their meaningful identities. However, I am not 
saying that all the sex workers in my research have reached this stage of 
self-empowerment. Their agency over their identity construction differs from the 
other, but I would like show the possibilities of reaching a much empowered self. The 
stories are always complicated as nuances are scattered, this chapter not only shows 
their agency and empower, but also their suffering and exploitation. After their 
management of stigmatized identity, in the coming chapter, we are going to see how 
they deal with their "work" identity. 
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Chapter 5: Exploring the “Work Identity": Sex Workers' Identity Management 
in the World of Work 
1. Introduction 
In 1979, Carol Leigh, aka Scarlot Harlot, of prostitutes' rights group 
COYOTE(Call off Your Old Tired Ethics) in the U.S.A. invented the term "sex work" 
as a feminist contribution to the English language as well as an acknowledgement of 
female subjectivity and agency within the sex industry (Jenness 1993: 5, Leigh 1997: 
225,230). More than two decades after the advent of this invention, its positive 
influences have been admitted within scholarship, and more and more works 
designate the prostitutes and whores as "sex workers". This name is not only used in 
the setting of western countries but also has been applied to the counterparts in other 
countries and regions. According to UN AIDS, the term "sex worker" has gained 
popularity over prostitute because sex workers consider it less stigmatizing and state 
that the reference to work illustrate better their experience (UNAIDS 2002: 3). This 
naming has the effect of shifting the discourse around prostitution away from issues 
of morality, stressing the work-centered facets, and voicing out of women's civil right 
of doing sex work. Thanks to the inventors' endeavor and empirical researches 
followed by feminist scholars, much attention is given to sex workers' agency and 
empowerment as common workers in contemporary societies. 
However, when looking back to the early years of that invention, there was a 
fierce war surrounding whether prostitutes could be accepted as "sex workers", as the 
other common workers. Three main challenges facing the naming "sex worker" are: 
first, consent in the context of prostitution is impossible and prostitution should be 
defined as slavery, not as work; second, prostitutes are only doing what comes 
naturally and they are without expertise; third, sexuality cannot be divided from the 
self of the prostitute, "the sale of sexuality involves a fundamental sale of self 
(Chapkis 1997: 70-71). This war has been lasting until present talk on these issues 
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and more and more researches done by those "pro-sex work" researchers have their 
responses in regard to the above three challenges, and the concepts of 
autonomy/agency/empowerment, professionalism/erotic labor, and identity 
management have emerged in their researches. 
The first "slavery/agency" debate represents a fundamental dichotomy in 
feminist approaches to prostitution. One is on the side of "slavery", "women working 
as prostitutions are exploited by those who manage and organize the sex 
industry'Xmostly men), and prostitution is a patriarchal establishment, "a sexual 
slavery"(Maggie O'Neill 2001: 15-16), which appears in many works ( Barry 1979; 
Dworkin 1987; Hoigard and Finstad 1992; MacKinnon 1979). On the other side, 
prostitution for many people is liberally selected as a type of work, and those 
involved have agency in their job and ought to have equal civil rights as the other 
workers (Maggie O'Neill 2001: 15-16) (Brewis and Linstead 1998; Chapkis 1997; 
McKeganey and Barnard 1996; Nagle 1997; Pheterson 1996; Weitzer 2000.) . To 
name prostitution as sex work is to recognize the exchange of money for sex, and 
prostitution can offer women involved higher economic returns in terms of shorter 
work time and certain level of autonomy and independence for those self-employed 
women (O'Neil 1997: 3 and 11). 
The second challenge leads to the discussion of the expertise included in sex 
workers' services. This kind of expertise is not only in providing sexual satisfaction to 
clients, but also in being emotionally nice and providing psychological therapy. The 
expertise is leamt through work practice and constitutes the "professionalism" of sex 
work. Hong Kong sex workers in Yim (2003)'s research gain self-worth by working 
as consolers for their clients' emotional troubles and in teaching sexual knowledge 
and skills to their clients. Kong (2006) argues that sex workers in Hong Kong are not 
only doing what comes naturally and they develop certain unique skills and they are 
doing "emotional labor", providing more than instinctive sexual services. Ho (2002)'s 
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research is on the rising "professionalism" among sex workers in Taiwan, she 
concludes that many of her respondents have learned to appropriate legitimate 
discourses to project an image of professionalism that helps them maintain better 
control of the work situation. These strategies include the refusal of sexual arousal in 
sex work, professional dressing-up for working, etc. 
The third challenge stimulates the discussion on the complexity remains in the 
identity of sex workers. The nature of sex work yields pressure on the relationship 
between private identity and professional identity (Brewis and Linstead 2000: 206). 
As sex work viewed as a type of work, the identity issue becomes more problematic. 
Sex work is trading sex service for money. The sale of the body for purposes of sex 
differs from most transactions as it has immediate entry into the realms of private 
sexual experiences (McKeganey and Barnard 1996: 82). Additional to the invasion of 
private sphere situates the issue of stigma. The stigmatization against sex work calls 
for much control and limit on the management of professional identity. Existing 
empirical work has been done on sex workers' management of their blurring 
professional identity and personal identity. Waddell (1996)，s research on Australian 
sex workers show the techniques sex workers use to demarcate work-sex from 
non-work sex. And condom use is regarded as a way of differing work-sex from 
non-work sex. This research is for the purpose of explaining the rationales these sex 
workers have to help them cope with the threat of HIV infection. Choi and Holroyd 
(2007)'s research on sex workers in mainland China makes clear that that in sexual 
relationship with familiar clients, non-condom sex is expression of love and intimacy 
rather than safe sex as monetary exchange. This blurring of emotional relationship 
and work relationship among clients impede sex workers' insistence on condom use 
in their business. Yim (2003)'s work on Hong Kong sex workers demonstrates how 
street walkers divide "work-sex" from "non-work sex", but her emphasis is on sex 
workers' avoiding or balancing role conflicts. Another study on sex workers in the US 
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shows how sex workers manage the identity of being prostitutes and being lovers 
(McKeganey andBamard 1996). It shows how sex workers use rituals of separation 
and manage distance from clients to avoid role conflicts of their professional role as 
being sex worker and private role as being a lover. Sanders (2004a) also depicts sex 
workers' skills in managing professional identity by creating separate meanings for 
sex at work and sex at home, limiting access to certain body parts and sexual acts and 
by refusing to engage in private sexual relationships. Besides the above skills of 
separation, categorization of different types of sexual encounter 一 "work, relational 
and recreational" - can be essential for sex workers to keep appropriate distance from 
clients' demand of emotional relationships, and such categorization make possible the 
protection of private identity underneath professional disguise (Brewis and Linstead 
2000: 206) 
The above researches have shown a variety of techniques in the construction and 
management of "work" identity among female sex workers. In their efforts to 
demonstrate the "vocational" side of sex work, the above literature mostly joins the 
discourse of sex workers' empowerment, agency and autonomy in doing sex work. 
Besides, these researches are mostly conducted in regions and areas where the term 
"sex work" and "sex worker" have participated in public discourses and where sex 
workers may borrow the rhetoric and utter their right to work as sex workers. But in 
mainland China, sex workers are in a quite different situation, where the Chinese 
translation of "sex worker" is still a terminology within academia and has not been 
accepted in the public media. Contemporary China provides a unique setting of the 
naming of prostitutes/prostitution，as introduced in the following section. 
I) Workers, sex workers and migrant workers in China 
In China, "sex work" and "sex worker" are rarely recognized by the public 
media. They are terms rising in recent years in academia and being promoted by 
foreign funded intervention schemes on sex workers. However, the frequently used 
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term to refer to female sex worker is "sex-selling woman" (maiyin funv). This noun 
indicates the nature of prostitution is that sex workers trade sex for money. A more 
euphemistic way is to call female sex worker "Miss", in popular media as well as in 
many academic works (Pan 1999, 2001, 2005a, 2005b).The refusal of putting sex 
work as a kind of work has potential association with the special political meaning of 
"work" in China. Although China is establishing market economy, the socialist 
ideology still persists in the country's socialist propaganda. The concept of work or 
labor is highly valued in Marxist theories. It goes beyond the nature of exchanging 
labor for payment, and enters the field of self realization and preeminent quality of 
human being. Prostitution, following this analysis, is a form of behavior that is inborn 
and lack of the creativity of human being, which is a way of making money that every 
woman can resort to without any acquired knowledge and education. The refusal to 
use term "sex work'V'sex workers" is a way of preventing intrusion into dominating 
socialist ideology. Furthermore, the repressive and regulative policies on prostitution, 
and the moral blame held by the government on that, are at rival with a less 
stigmatizing naming of prostitutes. 
However, the prevalent fact in China is the expansion of the worker group, 
especially migrant workers and the low status of labor workers. After the 1978 reform, 
working for better material life and higher income is promoted in the country's 
propaganda. Rural peasants gravitate towards job vacancies in the cities and they 
exchange their labor for higher payment than farm work back hometown. It has been 
estimated that there are nearly 200 million migrant workers in China. (Xinhuanet 
2006) Many researches have been done on migrant workers. But migrant sex workers, 
those women from rural area doing sex workers in the cities, have been ignored and 
omitted in the studies of migration (Augstin 2006). In China, studies of sex work 
often fall in the domain of medical researches, criminology, or sociology of sexuality. 
The "work" characteristics of sex work have not rendered sex workers into workers, 
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and sex work is still forgotten in studies of migrant workers. 
In spite of the repressive settings in China, many researches have contributed to 
renaming prostitutes as sex workers, and convert public attention to "work" nature of 
prostitution. Pan(2005b)，s works have demonstrated the institutionalized sex industry, 
sex workers' stratification in the industry, the relationship between sex workers and 
bosses, bosses and local police, etc. His effort in promoting the labor right of sex 
workers (Pan 2005a), and n affirming the pro-society functions of sex work, has 
pushed studies of sex workers to the domain of work talk. Some other work either 
uses the term "sex industry" to report the underground business’s operation and 
general trajectories of sex workers (Yuan 2003), or demonstrates the job mobility of 
sex workers, tracing their way from lay-off women to sex workers (Huang and Pan 
2004). 
In study on sex workers in mainland China, "sex work" is a new word imported 
from foreign countries. Study of sex workers' "work identity" remains a gap in 
mainland China. While more and more researchers (including this one) use "sex 
workers" to refer to prostitutes in mainland China, few works show sex workers' own 
perceptions of their identity at work. It is then necessary to inquire sex workers' own 
life in their work world, their own management of a deviant work identity and how 
they locate this identity in their multifaceted selves. If not in this way, discussion on 
the "work" nature of sex work will be spurious, and may be at the risk of severing 
prejudice on sex workers (Pheterson 1990). What really count are the meanings and 
interpretations of work generated by sex workers themselves. 
2) Analytical Framework 
I would not join the debates of sex workers being "slavery/agency" as reviewed 
in previous part, nor would I go back to the fundamental inquiry of "what is work", 
which is a rather broad and profound topic that is beyond the discussion in this article. 
I would like to take the view of Grint (2005:29) that "what counts as work is 
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inherently unstable and ambiguous." And "what is really important is the agents' 
descriptions of their activities, which implies whether their activity is considered as a 
kind of work by them" (Grint 2005:29). In this chapter, I would like to find how sex 
workers manage their identity in their work, what activities carry the most weight for 
them, and analyze why this should be the case. 
When we talk about work or profession, there exist a boundary of professional 
identity and private identity. Work has built up a public self and it needs a new set of 
meanings and a series of role-taking behaviors. Hochschild (1983) elaborates that in 
emotional labors like flight attendants, workers commercialize their human feelings 
and that they have established rules to regulate their feelings. Sex workers' labor, to 
some extent, resembles flight attendants as they have commercialized sex into 
commodities. The core nature of their work identity is their "management" of the 
"false s e l f . In my research, 12 out of 14 respondents are migrant sex workers. A 
separate time and space in the working site is appropriated by sex workers in their 
performing the false self. But it also produces identity crisis as they are in an isolated 
status from their previous life world where their real self is recognized and respected. 
"They manage the 'false self in a way to protect the 'real se l f , pushing it further 
inside, making it more inaccessible"(Hochschild 1983: 34). 
We can summarize the agents' work identity management as "generating a false 
identity" in their work. For sex workers, as migrants to the city, in their work site, 
they have to face a context where their identity of being sex worker is known to the 
public and where sex work is their "work identity" for others to designate them. In 
this chapter I would like to see their management of their work identity in the 
following four domains of their world of work: how sex workers perceive the nature 
of their work, how they manage relationships in their work site, how they manage the 
working self and how they reckon the prospect of their future career. Emphasis will 
be put on volitional character of sex workers as individual choice makers, on their 
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management of their identity in their world of work. The unique social setting in 
current China is essential to locating this issue. 
2. Sex work in the eyes of sex workers 
While respondents are not endowed with the term "sex work" to refer to their 
work, they use other ways to name their work, like "business", "this", "be Miss" (zuo 
xiaojie), to describe what they do to make money in the work site. However, from 
their depiction of their work, we could see that the "deviant" nature of sex work has 
been embedded in their value system, and they have a latent separation of sex work 
from other normal jobs, as one respondent says: 
At that time I did a normal job in the factory....! worked in the factory. At that 
time I did not do this business, as I did not know that there existed this kind of 
business. (Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment venue) 
For many respondents, they use "work" to describe jobs in the factories. They 
use "doing migrant work" (dagong) to refer to migrant workers in the cities. They do 
not use the term "work" to label what they do, as they sense a latent incompatibility 
between prostitution and the category of work. When asked about her attitude on sex 
work, one respondent replies: 
I feel that doing this business is bad, and it is mainly about sex. I used to think 
that sex is only between husband and wife. I did not expected that I would 
rely on it to make money now. I feel awkward. (Yin, 24 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
The above narrative shows that the respondent is still experiencing a paradox 
between previous definition of sex and current sex acts. That is a conflict between sex 
as exclusively between husband and wife and commercialized sex. It takes her ability 
to balance and control the blurring meanings of sex. Selling-sex is therefore hard to 
be named as "work", because she has not yet build up rationale for that naming. 
When "sex work" is a term that has not permitted in pubic media, and also when sex 
workers realize the "abnormality", "deviance" that differ their business from other 
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forms of normal work, they use a special set of discourse to name their business, 
which is indirect, obscure. 
However, when they talk about their daily routine of their work, they gradually 
use terms like "go to work" (shangban), "finish work" (xiaban) to describe daily 
routine. A respondent has described that "These days I do not go to work because I am in a 
bad mood, so that I have a rest." (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) Another girl 
would refer to herself as “I who go to work in this place.’’(Guo，20 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
For respondents in my research, lacking strong sense of legitimacy and lacking a 
language borrowed from public discourse, they do not literally refer sex work as a 
work, or as a profession. But however, when explaining their work process, the 
language comparable to that of work is adopted. Their prudence on avoiding the 
"work" and their impromptu uses of the language imply that the "work" nature of sex 
work is a complexity in their self perception. As being sex worker is a displaced 
identity imposed on them in their work site, whether they are willingly to accept or 
not, the displaced identity is their quasi-profession. Behind the words and phrases, 
how they manage their "work identity" is demonstrated in their management in 
different facets in the world of work. 
3. Managing relationships 
1) With clients 
Avoiding intimacy 
Sex workers have frequent contact with clients. As sexual relationship indicates 
intimate relationship between man and woman, avoiding emotional intimacy is on the 
list of caution of many sex workers. One respondent has leamt a lesson from a client 
who used to be her lover, and she said the motto she has gained after that experience: 
Now I am here for making money, not for love. (Ding, 22 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
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Another respondent who now has a familiar client treating her well, when asked 
if this is love relationship, she says: 
He treats me so well. I care about him and I hope that he lives well. He likes 
me very much but I do not love him. I would not marry people like him, 
because I got to know him within this business. (Er, 30 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
The avoidance of intimate relationship with client is out of the rationale that 
marrying a man knowing her "shameful" past is disastrous. Her rationale of avoiding 
intimacy is based on her concern of the stigma attached to sex work. Although she is 
still in close contact with this familiar client, she keeps a clear emotional boundary 
that this man is not for marriage. Another girl echoes this rationale, saying: 
It is difficult, and in this place you can not have someone who gives you true 
heart. Even if you have made a boyfriend, he will not treat you 
wholeheartedly. It does not make much sense to make boyfriend now. I can 
only wait until I leave this place and back home to find someone who treats 
me well. (Guo, 20 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Under the pressure of stigmatization and disclosure of stigma, they would not 
develop intimate relationship with clients. From familiar clients, they can get extra 
financial gains from familiar clients, like one says that "because we are familiar, they 
invite us to diner or to drink. Because we know each other for some time, it is hard to refuse. (Yin, 
24 years old)" Superficial socialization is permitted, but when sex workers sense that 
clients transcend the boundary and expect advance in intimacy, they will control in 
the following way: 
Some friends (familiar clients) once gave me clothes as gifts, but I did not 
accept. When they came to see me, I just hid away. I did not want things like 
this. I am here to seek money anyway. (Ding, 22 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
Sex workers insist on their aim in doing sex worker to make money, the 
emotional affairs are distractions that render their identity of being sex worker at 
conflicts with identity of being a lover. Meanwhile, as they would not stay for long in 
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their work place, the emotional connection will impede their mobility to other places 
to work. And the stigmatized identity known to the clients will affect their life back to 
the normal world. 
Categorizing the clients 
In previous chapter, stigmatization experienced by sex workers has led them to 
feel that they are non-persons. Accordingly, sex workers treat their clients as 
non-persons too, in a way to generating typology on their clients and to omit the 
specifics of each person. Each sex worker has her own way to put her clients into 
categories. But these categories are for the sake of sex workers' summary of 
techniques needed for sex work. In another words, the categories of clients exist for 
the favor of sex work accumulation of work knowledge. For sex workers, the most 
effective protection on them from infecting STDs is to use condom, and they leam to 
categorize clients in their experience of negotiating condom use with clients. The two 
groups defined as most "troublesome" are drunken clients and clients of Yi minority 
group. Drunken clients are not in a clear mental status to accept sex workers' 
persuasion of condom use. For Yi clients, one sex worker said: 
Yi clients, we had come to a deal that he would wear condom downstairs, but 
when we go upstairs to the room, he insisted on not wearing condom. (Yin, 24 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
Besides these two groups which can tell from their appearances. For other clients, 
sex workers distinguished "high-quality" (you suzhi) clients for "low-quality" (mei 
suzhi) clients. They come to a general rule that high-quality clients all wear condoms, 
but those of low-quality do not. When asked how they define the two groups, a 
respondent says: 
I watch their appearances, their clothes and their way of walking, etc. From 
that I can tell who are of high-quality. Those who are of low-quality, their hair 
exploding, with tattoos all over their skin, are at first glance those who are of 
low-quality. (Yin, 24 years old, in entertainment venue) 
82 
Another respondent uses age to differentiate clients, says that "young people mostly 
accept condom use, but those elderly would say they do not use it (Cai, 37years old, 
street-walker)."However，condom use is not the only criteria to reckon the clients. Sex 
workers also care whether their clients respect them. One respondent has evaluated 
that her clients are generally high-quality, as she explicates: 
The majority of the clients are willingly to wear condom. Then they will not 
force you to do what you do not what to do. And most clients have sympathy 
on us. (Kang, 23 years old, in entertainment venue) 
For some sex workers, good clients are those who would like to listen to their 
tragic stories and who would have empathy on their experiences. A sex worker of Yi 
minority group says: 
He (the client) asked me why I did this kind of business. I told him my story. 
And he said that you are very pitiable. (Miao, 17 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
Another sex work defines clients who respect her as that follows: 
Those who respect you will treat you like a person. They will ask why I do 
this, how much I earn and they say that if you have some accident here, you 
family will worry about you. They say that you should end this career soon 
and back home to do some business. (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
For sex workers, only clients who respect them and understand their difficulty 
can be remembered and appreciated. Other clients can only be sex buyers and are 
categorized and put into groups. Sex workers do not invest their real self in their 
relationship with their clients and accordingly, they refuse to know clients personally 
but to sort them out for the convenience of their business. 
Pandering to the clients' need 
Sex workers in my research seldom show their sense of self-worth in doing sex 
work per se. Only one respondent says that “I feel that it is dependent on my ability that I 
work here. For example, you do not have that ability, how can you come to this place? (Ou, 22 
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years old, in entertainment venue)" Even most sex workers do not feel sex work is out of 
their special abilities and skills, they still tend to sense out clients' intention in visiting 
them, and they certainly have ways to meet clients' need. When talking about how 
she perceives work sex, one respondent says: 
Clients are here for fun and I am here for money. I would try to use my energy 
to let him feel better. And I will say to my self not to be fussy, be in a better 
mood. (Ding, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
This sex worker is aware the intention of clients and she would know how to 
perform to meet clients' need. Another girl (Guo, 20 years old) summarizes that most 
clients visiting her are unmarried young men or migrant workers and she says that the 
clients visit her to find "freshness". The nature of sex work is to pandering to clients 
need. The pandering is reciprocal, as she is in a better emotion to provide service to 
the client and when the two sides are in a good cooperation. The possibility of 
unpleasant incidence decreases. Another respondent introduces how she 
communicates with the clients to manage the clients from making troubles: 
We talk about something in our daily life, happy or unhappy. Nowadays 
clients can understand us who are doing this business. They do not trouble us 
purposefully. (Niu, 25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
The conversational interaction is beneficial to construct a pleasant atmosphere 
for the two strangers to involve in the seemingly most intimate behavior in the world. 
In this kind of communication, sex worker will comfort those who are in domestic 
troubles, as one respondent narrates: 
At that time, he (a client) had just divorced with her wife and her wife took a 
lot of money from him. I comforted him saying that he had a good fate and he 
would find a better one. I talked to him a lot and I have comforted him. (Ding, 
22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
This way of emotional comfort is not a routine work to conduct on every client. 
Sex workers use this technique as a reward to those clients who treat them well and 
respect them. However, sex workers sometimes can not help expressing their attitude 
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on clients' visiting them, especially on married clients. One respondent talks about 
her dilemma: 
When they come here to play, sometimes I criticize them. I said to them that 
they have families and they have wives. I said: "You should not go out here." 
(Smiles) Sometime I think like that. But after that I think: if they do not come 
here, how could I make money? (Yin, 24 years old, in entertainment venue) 
I do not agree that sex workers in my research do emotional labor, which is 
claimed by many researches on this theme (Ho 2000, Kong 2006). Based on sex 
workers' narratives, although sometimes they have emotional communications with 
clients to generate cooperative relationship, it is in a very causal and selective way, 
pertaining only to the "good clients" according to sex workers' own judgments. Some 
sex workers try to sense out what the clients need from their service, but they do not 
see how they do not resort to investing emotional presentation in their work to meet 
the clients. They do not regard nice emotional presentation as located central in their 
work agenda. In their encounters with clients, they do not see managing emotions 
indispensable to the completion of their work. The emotional "professionalism" is 
lack in the sex workers researched. The reason is that sex workers do not see the 
monetary reward from emotional investment. Rather than providing emotional service, 
they are selling their bodies, or the right to use their bodies for sexual satisfaction to 
the clients. That is the nature of their work. Additionally, resulting from inefficient 
identity management, sometimes sex workers have behaviors paradoxical to their 
work identity' requirements. They need to remind themselves often to display a self 
appropriate in a working setting, and concentrate on their plan of making money. 
2) With co-workers 
Sex workers in my research do not report competition and tension with their 
co-workers. For street-walkers, co-workers can provide cooperation in negotiation 
with clients. There are two kinds of street-walkers in the field site: those who live in 
rent houses, the clients of whom only need to pay for the sexual service; those who 
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rent houses each time for their exchange with clients, and they charge clients the 
service fee plus the house rent. For the latter group of sex workers, as a group of them 
will have the same venue to rent houses for exchanges, co-workers really support 
them in bargaining price and preventing violence, as illuminated by the following 
quotation from a street-walker: 
Some client wouldn't pay the rent, and we will quarrel with each other. Then, 
these "Misses" will come and do a favor. They would say that here we have to 
charge the rent to pay the lord, and we do not have a rent house on our own. 
We help each other in this way. (Cai, 37 years old, Street-walker) 
But for sex workers working in the venue, where the price is fixed and they are 
relatively safer, there is smaller room for cooperation with peers. Sex workers chat a 
lot and play together. When asked about their relationship with peers, most of them 
first said that they have very good relationship with their "sisters" in the work site. 
There exists no despise and stigmatization between co-workers, and some of them say 
that their friendship is just like that of real sisters. However, when further inquired 
about the specifics of this "sisterhood", their narratives show that the relationship is 
very superficial, as one respondent says: 
(When asked if she knows other co-workers' condom use situation) 
I don't know this, as I just gossip with them and play with them. I don't ask 
them how their sexual life is like. We just talk and laugh. (Ding, 22 years old, 
in entertainment venue) 
They keep this superficial relationship which brings them a lot of fun and relax. 
One respondent explains why she is intentionally control herself from socializing too 
much and developing close relationship with co-workers: 
It is hard to make real friends with these people (co-workers). When you 
make friend with others, dealing for one time is enough. There is no such 
heart-to-heart friend. This is life, very practical. I get along quite well with 
others. But I do not make close friend. Just keep the surface. (He, 25 years old, 
in entertainment venue) 
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For her, people in the world of work are anything but trustworthy. She reminds 
herself not to easily trust anybody and there exists no real friendship in the work site. 
Another middle-aged respondent criticize the bad characters of the young co-workers: 
The little girls who are quite good friends of mine, they do not give money or 
food (to the beggar). I feel that their hearts, so selfish, really. Those young 
girls, they are very selfish. (Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment venue) 
The same respondent expresses her opinion on her co-workers' love affairs with 
clients: "Nowadays everything is false, that relationship is just for money." This statement 
shows that sex workers' relationship with their co-workers is very fragile and they do 
not have very deep trust and fond of each other. Sex workers very consciously control 
the specifics of their personal information. They do not talk on subjects that need to 
provide private, concise personal information, as one respondent says: 
When we are together we only talk about boyfriends. Nothing specific. 
Anyway we talk about happy topics. We seldom talk about unhappy 
encounters; neither do we talk about our future. We never go this far. 
Sometimes someone will let out something specific, but after that she would 
not admit that. (Guo, 20 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Like they treat clients, sex workers manage certain distance and prevent their 
"real" self in participating in relationships with co-workers. Their relationship is very 
superficial and it can not be classified into friendship. The proper naming of this 
relationship is cooperation. They are surfacing on this relationship to maintain 
necessary harmonious atmosphere and to guarantee necessary social support, in daily 
conversation and entertainment. 
3) With bosses 
Sex workers in the world of work do not have much contact with their clients. 
For street walkers, they do not have bosses. Only for middle and high sex workers, 
they work in brothels owned by bosses. Bosses own the work venue and they provide 
accommodation and meals for sex workers. Most sex workers report good relation 
with bosses. Some complain that bosses have a too high share of their income. But 
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under this exploitation, it is hard for some sex workers to change venues. Age is one 
constraint, as one respondent says: 
In our places, Misses like us are all middle-aged, 30 or 40 something. People 
there are all like this. I am afraid that other places would not accept us. So I 
haven't looked for jobs in other places. (Er, 30 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
Age decides sex workers' competence in finding positions in local brothels. Sex 
workers' relationship with bosses is just profit-oriented and the conflicts and consents 
arise because of the unfair allocation of income. Another respondent whose boss is 
from the same town says that: 
I get along quite well with the boss and she knows my friend and we all know 
each other. If I work in another place, where the bosses and Misses are 
strangers to me, it is hard to get along with. (Ou, 35 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Like finding other jobs, sex workers would like to work with people coming 
from the same town and such geographical bonding will provide more trust and lay a 
foundation of good cooperation. 
In all the three forms of relations stemming from sex workers' world of work, 
sex workers detach their real selves from joining the relations. In each relation, 
intimacy and emotional investment is prohibited and they have very practical 
rationale on the management of these relations. All these rationales focus on their 
money earning. The relationships in the world of work are just for the work they do. 
Sex workers are depersonalized from these relationship and they depersonalize others 
in return. Making the relationship superficial, temporal, and fragile has also made 
them lack of support in the work site. They have to rely on themselves to manage 
themselves. 
4. Managing the working self 
1) The health 
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In doing sex work, sex workers' health is under risk as they are so susceptible to 
HIV/AIDS and other STDs. Sex workers realize that their bodies are their resources 
to make money and they are very conscious in censoring and supervise the sanity of 
their vaginal. And the cleaning work is on a daily routine: 
After I finish the sex, I back to my room to wash the private parts clean. 
Whenever I sense something wrong, and in summer the transmission is high. 
Everyday I wash 3-4 times. After I go to toilet, I wash. (Ou, 22 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Some of the respondents, when they talk about their health, they mostly mention 
about their sexual health, defining that health is just without any diseases, especially 
HIV/AIDS. The fear of HIV/AIDS and self-generated preventive measures towards 
the disease has been written into their work schedule. When they talk about their 
work, they are very naturally to talk about their worry and concern of HIV/ADDS. 
However, during the visits, the doctor and I both noticed that many of them have been 
infected with skin diseases like athlete's foot. But these ailments seem minor for sex 
workers. Besides their way of keep the vaginal part clean, some of the sex workers 
spend money on regular gynecological check in the hospitals. Sex workers' 
investment on medical check is closely linked to their economic status and 
dispensability of their income. The low, middle and high hierarchy within sex 
workers in the field, influences sex workers' power and agency in condom use with 
clients (Choi and Holroyd 2007). The following respondent, who belongs to the 
"high" end of sex workers according to Choi and Holroyd (2007)'s categorization, 
depicts her schedule of body check: 
I went to the hospital of gynecology every other month to have a thorough 
check. It costs 600 yuan ($85) each time. And the regular check is on a 
monthly basis. This costs 100 yuan ($14). (Kang, 23 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
When sex workers are ill, they arrange for their own rest time. One respondent 
gives an example: 
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One day I was caught by flu. Someone visited me and would offer a price 
higher than ever before. I would not go to work. The boss would like me to 
work as she would earn money. But I did not go. (Er, 30 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Certainly that sex workers face economic hardship can not spend much money 
on costly checks in hospitals and they can not afford long period of absence from 
their work. For these low and middle income sex workers, they rely on 
self-supervision of their health. They take pills on illnesses like fever or flu. But when 
they feel uncomfortable that may relate to their sexual health, they will go to hospitals 
or clinics to see doctors. 
However, health keeping is not only in disease prevention. Sex workers come to 
know the importance of good nutrition on their health. For them sex work is a risky 
job with high possibility of disease infection. They need to build up a healthy body to 
prevent these diseases. Also, some sex workers have experienced abortion and they 
feel it necessary to take nutrition supplements to help them build a healthy body. One 
such sex worker's expenditure on nutrition products is as the following: 
I bought Amway's Vitamin products, 500 yuan ($75) for 2 bottles. They say 
that I am too young to have these nutritious products. Now I have money to 
buy them. When I back to my hometown and I do not have money, what shall 
I do? (Ding, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Sex workers rely on their bodies to make money and their body is under threat of 
infectious diseases and other common ailments. They generate ways to keep 
sustainable use of their bodies in their work. They have developed ways to regulate 
sanity of their private parts and they have careful inspect on their sexual health. For 
them, health is very important, they make money to have better life, but if they are 
not healthy, then all will be in vain. Paradoxically, they are working in a way harmful 
to their body. So management of health is necessary to sex workers for their 
well-being relies on a catch-22 situation. 
2) The emotions 
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Isolated in the field, sex workers have a lot of psycho burdens and money 
worries. They are facing an environment with many risks and dangers, like violence 
and stigmatization from clients, worries of disease infections, isolation, and concerns 
about a dim future, homesick etc. And to make things worse, they have to deal with 
these risks unaided, alone for most of the time. They have to manage the emotions in 
order to keep themselves in a proper status to work. One respondent's way is fatalist, 
and she leaves all the worries into the future: 
I have seen a lot of things happen and I have experienced too much. It is fate 
anyway. I feel that what will happen in the future, nobody knows. It is fate. I 
dare not think about things. The more you think, the more complicated they 
become. Nobody knows what will happen. Wait till the future comes and then 
talk about it. (Guo 20 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Another respondent suggests a live-for-today style: 
Now my life is like...You have nothing to do when you are not satisfied with 
it. Just live today and it counts, like drifting along. (Er, 30 years, in 
entertainment venue) 
One respondent is facing violent threat from her husband, and her life in the 
work site is a way of escaping potential violence and unhappy marriage: 
I came here to relieve my mood. Now I have not started regular work. 
Everyday I play mahjong with the peers. I have not planned making money 
and saving. I just live today happily. (Yin, 24 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
And also activities with co-workers are essential to help sex workers relieve 
from emotional problems. By shopping and dining, by consuming, they have a way 
externalize their inner worries and sorrows. And also, they make frequent calls back 
home, and they seek support from family members. 
5. Career crisis and planning exit 
Most of the sex workers are from rural area where average income per person is 
very low. Many of the sex workers have undergone other labor work in the cities 
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(Choi 2006). Most of them have a clear understanding that sex work brings them 
comparatively high income. When sex workers recall their parents and villager back 
to their hometown, they often realize the huge income gap between sex work and 
peasant labor in the rural area. Sex workers then will face the material temptation of 
sex work, they sometimes quite get used to the easy and luxurious life in the work site, 
as one respondent says: 
When I back home, it is hard for me to get used to life there. I would think of 
life here (in the work site), I feel not adapted to life at home...Here, life is 
anyway better, in this place. (Guo, 20 years old, in entertainment venue) 
The above girl is indulged in the lifestyle formed in the work site and she is not 
so well prepared for her life after leaving sex industry. It is surprisingly common that 
when talking about their future, almost all of them say that they will do small 
business. Their consideration is also practical: as they do not have much education 
and professional skills, what they can do is to save money for future investment in 
small businesses. However, for many of them, this kind of planning is just a fantasy, 
as one girl indicates that: 
I feel that people doing this business tend to be not satisfied with the money 
we have got. When I have 5000 yuan, I would like to earn 10,000 
yuan. ...After 50,000yuan, 100,000yuan. You can never earn enough...! have 
seen others who have spent 7or 8 years, even 10 years in this place.(Ding, 22 
years old) 
And she is very cautious of being trapped as these sex workers: 
I set goal for myself. At most I would work until the end of next year. I will 
go home and start some small business. (Ding, 22 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
Another sex worker is really worrying life in her later years after she leave sex 
industry, because she has thought about the practicability of starting small business, 
which is dim in her prospect: 
If I am to do business, I do not have enough capital. And I dare not invest too 
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much, I am afraid of loss. And it is not easy to do business nowadays. (Jiang, 
35 years old, in entertainment venue) 
However, for this divorced woman, she has thought about marriage as a way of 
finding financial provider: 
I would like to find another husband, but now there is no such suitable person. 
This year I do not count on finding one. I am very worried as my age is 
getting older and older. If I were young, I would find someone to marry to. 
(Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment venue) 
In preparing for their future after leaving sex work, two women are very 
pioneering in investing on their self-development. One sex worker (Cai, 37 years old) 
has bought a computer and has paid for a beginner-level training course on computer 
operation. She said that her initiative for buying a computer is to kill time as she is 
living alone and she is a methadone taker. But later she has got to know that internet 
surfing could bring her a lot of knowledge and useful information. Another sex 
worker, at the time I conduct interview, was learning to driver and obtaining driver 
license. She said that: 
I am learning in a driver school and I leam from those coaches. After some 
time, when I could manage driving, I will quit this business. Now because I 
am on my own, I can not manage my life outside without doing this (sex 
work). After I start driving, I will no do this. (Yin, 24 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Among my respondents, there are four previous drug abusers who are now 
methadone takers, for them, their dependence on sex work is much higher then that of 
non-drug abuse sex workers. For them, leaving sex work is much more complex. 
Given that some sex workers work to feed their methadone-taking partners (Choi et al 
2006), these sex workers are trapped in the sex work industry and the exit is further 
from their reach. The following respondent expresses her wish to have a normal job: 
I wish I could have a job and make even a little income. But now I don't have 
other ways to make money. So after all I have to do sexual service. Two 
persons' survival depends on me. (Bian, 34 years old. Street-walker) 
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For most sex workers, sex work is just a process in their career trajectory. It is a 
preparation of capital invested on their future business. When some of them do not 
have a clear plan of their future career, they would rely on saving money earned by 
sex work and they are trapped in the circulation that the more they earn, the later they 
are in starting normal professions, and the more dependent they are on sex work. This 
dilemma is very implicative for issues related to their return to normal world. 
6. Conclusion 
From the above analysis, sex workers in the work site purposefully manage a 
"false s e l f , a displaced identity. They distance their real selves from joining work 
relationships with clients, co-workers and bosses. The "false self means that these 
sex workers intentionally perform in their work identities and they purposefully 
prevent themselves from investing much of their emotions and values on their 
working selves. They objectify their bodies, extract their bodies from their selves, and 
turn their bodies into a working machine that generates profit. By supervising unusual 
symptoms, formulating disease prevention tactics and take extra care of their health, 
they are maintaining their bodies "working properly". Besides this, they see health's 
importance in their enjoyment of better material life brought by earnings of sex work. 
However, sex workers do not weigh much their self-worth in their work identity, 
and they do not see that their personal value is determined by, or derived from their 
work. Being a migrant sex worker is just a transient identity for the sex workers, no 
matter how many years they have been in the business, they regard this identity as a 
period of their money making process. They treat this transient identity as spring 
board and with the possession of income brought by sex work, they stride across their 
life in sex work towards their life back to the "normal" world. They exercises little 
efforts to treat sex worker as a work identity, and they do not realize the significance 
brought by the professionalism in their business. In conclusion, the work identity can 
not enter sex workers' value system in the name of "work". Using the concepts of 
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"identity salience" and "identity commitment" (Stryker 1980: 60-62), work identity 
only exists in a phase of sex workers' life course, and it is temporary and dynamic, 
which means the "identity salience" of being sex worker is low; the work identity is 
not important for sex workers, as sex workers do not weigh much their self-worth in 
conducting this work, which means the "identity commitment" of that work identity 
is low. 
Sex workers are not a homogenous group, and there exists a multiplicity of 
factors which constitute the dynamics and variations of each individual. However, 
because of the small number of interviews constrained by the research budget, the 
discussion in this chapter cannot cover the differentiated situations among sex 
workers, nor is it capable of making systematic comparison of different categories 
within the hierarchy of sex workers, which is a drawback and will leave a terrain for 
further criticism and construction. 
The world of work then, for migrant workers, is a virtual world. There exist no 
real persons. Clients, peers and bosses are ambiguous and abstract categories, and no 
individual enters sex workers' selves. Since the selves of sex workers are false in their 
work site, for sex workers, it is ultimately a world without real weight - except for the 
money earned by sex work. Sex workers have the agency and control over their work 
identity in this world, and they are capable of molding a virtual side of their life. By 
this management, it will be less possible for sex workers to face identity conflicts, as 
shown by the insignificance of a false self. And it will be safer for their future return 
to normal life, as life in the world of work will vanish as time and space changes. 
95 
Chapter 6 ： "Being women": Sex Workers' Gender Identity Construction 
1. Introduction 
Gender is a very important perspective to understand female sex workers. Being 
a woman is a core content in every woman's identity construction, as gender identity 
construction is ever-lasting and essential part in individuals' self-perception. As stated 
in preceding two chapters, the stigmatization sex workers experience is undermining 
themselves as worthy women, and the work sex they undergo is also an activity in 
which their gender display is linked to the nature of their work. Gender perspective 
has ever been involved in various debates and discussions on sex workers. Sex 
workers' stigmatized identity, the nature of being sex worker, are both intertwined 
with their being women, with their gender. Behind the most important claims on sex 
workers, including that sex work is a work and sex workers are just like other workers, 
and the debate about sex workers being victim/agent, good woman/bad woman, etc., 
the researches answer from different angles the question of "who are females sex 
workers?" combined with a latent premise that these sex workers are women. 
When gender perspective enters studies of sex workers, sex workers' health 
issues, their risks and gains in their business, their empowerment and sufferings, are 
located in the social arrangement between the two sexes -the gender system in a 
society. Gender has been introduced into analysis of many issues of sex workers, but 
most of the studies have focused on sex workers' work life, while the mundane and 
ordinary nature of sex workers' lives has been neglected. Small number of researches 
has been done on sex workers' building up of woman "accountable" (Fenstermaker et 
al 2002) out of themselves in their personal life. The private life of female sex 
workers' is pivotal for their building up a self as woman - their gender identity 
construction, where they exert strategies onto their relationship with others and 
themselves, in light of the socially accepted values for being woman. This chapter is 
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to inquire into sex workers' gender identity construction. 
Most previous studies on female sex workers and their gender mainly locate in 
sex workers' work sphere. Although some scholars claim that female sex workers are 
just ordinary women (Mcleod 1982), and their human rights should be respected and 
guaranteed equally as workers of other professions, sex work remains a kind of 
"special" job that puts much weight on women's display of their gender attributes. In 
existing researches, sex workers have demonstrated their ability to make use of their 
display of woman to gain more customers and income in their career. Pan et al (2005b) 
record sex workers' strategies in treating customers. Sex workers say that in sex trade, 
they present themselves as tender, passionate to please the customers, and they have 
ways to pretend that they are virgins to charge several times higher than ordinary 
price from their clients. In Kong (2006)'s research, sex workers comfort clients' 
premature ejaculation and encourage their next trial in next visit, and they show faked 
admiration of clients' sexual performance, or even fake orgasm to satisfy the 
customers. Sanders (2004b) studies the humor strategies of female sex workers and 
has found that sex workers use their dressing, make-up, as well as physical 
presentation to formulate an adorable image of "prostitute" to meet male customers' 
demand, so that they can have more regular customers who bring more income to 
them. 
However, studies on gender issues of sex workers seldom touch sex workers' 
private world, only in some researches, gender issue arises in role conflicts of sex 
workers. The following researches focus on one gender role whose fulfillment is 
threatened by sex work - motherhood, which also alters mother sex workers' pattern 
of work. Sloss and Harper (2004)'s research explores how sex workers' pregnancies 
and parenting impact themselves and their street sex work. The result shows that sex 
workers being pregnant or being a parent conflicts with their regular sex work on the 
street, which causes them to feel shame in themselves and their work, and makes 
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them worried for safety of their children and themselves. Bletzer (2005)'s research is 
on rural sex workers who are drug abusers in America. This study explores the 
impacts of street work on childrearing of sex workers in agricultural area. The finding 
is that most mother sex workers live away from their children and they visit them as 
often as possible and concern much about children's well-being. Sex workers feel 
frustrated and desperate when they are in a situation which makes them unable to 
raise their children on their own. Research on Indian brothel-based sex workers 
describes child bearing, family support, dietary practices, and etc, for raising children 
(Pardeshi and Bhattacharya 2006). The results separate challenges and beneficial 
factors for sex workers' childrearing behavior. In these researches, being a mother 
while being a sex worker becomes a problem. The researches have depicted the 
difficulties sex workers face but little of sex workers' own interpretation and their 
agency in dealing with the role conflict has been demonstrated. In regard to sex 
workers' role of being wife/girlfriend, daughter researches have examined these 
aspects of sex worker's life in the discussion of identity management of sex workers 
of being a sex worker in the work arena and being a woman in their private life 
(Brewis and Linstead 2000:206-224, Mckeganey 1996). Brennan (2004)，s study on 
German female sex workers and their male partners finds that sex workers must hold 
back their show-offs of economic gains so as not to ruin their reputations as mothers 
sacrificing for their children. But their male partners openly escape from fulfillment 
of their responsibilities to be hard working and sacrificing fathers. This study 
illustrates how female sex workers are being exploited by local gender ideologies. 
Yim (2003)，s research shows the conflicts between being a sex worker and other 
gender roles defined by patriarchy: being daughter/wife/mother. Female sex workers 
detach themselves from work identity and endeavor to perform their traditional 
gender roles, in order to resume their being mainstream "good woman", in a way to 
solve the gender identity crisis brought by a stigmatized work. 
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In all the literature reviewed above, sex workers' experiences of being daughter, 
mother, wife/partner have been touched and described to various extents, but what is 
largely lacking, however, is information on sex workers' own perception and 
interpretations of their experiences, and how their experiences can be defined and 
analyzed by themselves to construct a worthy woman in their identity. 
The aim of this chapter is to study how sex workers construct their gender 
identity as women. Gender identity, is sex workers' self perception and evaluation as 
being women, and is being generated in their fulfilling gender roles expectations: 
daughter, mother, wife/partner, etc., and in their seeking meaning of being woman 
and their activity "doing gender" (Fenstermaker et al 2002). In this way, I am not only 
studying female sex workers - individuals whose life stories are unique or special in 
some way, but to see the grand gender system represented by them, shared by the 
other women living in the same social setting in China. I would like to see how sex 
workers locate their gender identity in the cultural structure, and how they resist the 
minimizing force which labels them as "unworthy, undeserved" women, how they 
build up gender-based self-worth. 
1) Theoretical framework 
The term gender is still a concept generating controversy and debates. 
Traditional conceptions of gender have been sorted into three categories: gender as 
individual attribute, gender as role, and gender as status (Fenstermaker et al 2002: 
26-29).The definition by Connell (2002) sees "gender as the structure of social 
relations that centers on the reproductive arena and the set of practices (governed by 
this structure) that bring reproductive distinctions between bodies into social process" 
(Connell 2002: 10). West and Zimmerman's significant theoretical contribution Doing 
Gender, views gender as "an achievement, which shifts from matters internal to the 
individual and focuses on interactional and, ultimately, institutional arenas" (West and 
Zimmerman 1987: 126). To the individual, doing gender is "the activity of managing 
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situated conduct in light of normative conceptions of attitudes and activities 
appropriate for one's sex category" (West and Zimmerman 1987). 
In this chapter, I would like to adopt West and Zimmerman's definition, to 
recognize gender as a personal achievement which is under construction in the actor's 
mundane life. Identity can only be understood as a process, as "being" or "becoming", 
and "one's identity construction is never a final and settled matter" (Jenkins 2004: 5). 
Meanwhile, I regard the gender roles are essential to doing gender, as it is in the 
fulfillment of gender roles that people have adopted the structured doctrines and rules 
of proper gender construction as well as gender display. For female sex workers as 
well as other women, they have to be involved in at least one of the following gender 
roles: mother, daughter, wife /partner. In their practice and reflection in these roles, 
female sex workers construct their meanings and their self-worth of being women. I 
would like to analyze sex workers' narrative of their relationships with their parents, 
their children and their husbands/partners, and their daily getting along with these 
people, trying to figure out their recognition and speculation of their performance in 
the roles-taking. Besides gender role fulfillment, doing gender is embedded in 
day-to-day life of sex workers, in their treating their bodies and their selves. Body is 
the physical arena of self technologies for doing gender. And self is an arena where 
individuals exert spiritual reflexivity and physical management of their becoming 
gendered individuals. That is to study sex workers' "gender display" (Goffman 1979) 
in their everyday practices, behavioral and discursive. 
"Gender does not only belong to the personal arena, but also a sexual subculture 
of society" (Goffman 1977). Although different theorists have different views on the 
definition of gender and how gender is formulated, they have consensus that gender is 
related to social structure, and is an interaction of individual activities and structural 
formation. "Gender becomes a theoretically central to understanding how situated 
human interaction contributes to the reproduction of social structure as is its practical 
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importance to daily affairs" (Fenstermaker et al 2002: 30). "The gender arrangements 
of a society involve social structure" (Connell 2002: 55). Individual's gender identity 
construction is representative of the gender system, gender values of the grand society. 
"Gender should be recognized as a normative system, a pervasive network of 
interrelated norms and sanctions through which female (and male) behavior is 
evaluated and controlled" (Schur 1983:ll).The gender ideologies- codes that have 
been inscribed into cultural and historical heritage of a society about the 
appropriateness of being men and women, has the power of shaping and molding 
gendered selves, not only their actions and practices, but also their perceptions of 
meaning. Later in this chapter, I would turn to sex workers' own evaluation of the 
gender equality issue, showing their own judgment and evaluation of gender 
ideologies. Now I should review the women's development in China, which lays the 
social context to locate sex workers' gender identity construction. 
2) Women ‘ status in China 
It is well accepted that in more than 2000 years' feudal history in China, women 
have been the subordinated and dominated gender group. From the establishment of P. 
R. China, Chinese women's equal rights have been written into the state's laws, and it 
seems that Chinese women have been endowed with equal rights for which Western 
women movement has been struggling for decades. And alongside with the economic 
reform in China, in the government's propaganda, is still in the tone of "gender 
equality". However, the governmental rhetoric of women's status has obscured the 
reality vast majority of Chinese women - urban lower-class labor women and rural 
labor women - is undergoing: gender inequality intertwined with class, rural/urban 
dualism. 
Because most of my respondents are migrants from rural areas, I would 
background rural women's situation in China. The Household Responsibility System 
(implemented from 1980) has made rural women more dependent on division of labor 
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within family unit (Croll 1995: 125). As for the land tenure system in China, 
according to an allocation method based on male members of a household (Bossen 
2002: 95)，each cycle of land allocation, women' marriage from her native village 
will cause them to lose land from their birth households and they become landless 
(Hare, Li and Englander 2006). As rural women have no land property in their family, 
they are disempowered by the reform with the all-aspects of their well-being now 
principally reliant on their household' s labor forces and material resources (Croll 
1994: 124). Because the village committees have decision right of land allocation and 
reallocation, patriarchal tradition in these committees emphasize much on relation of 
men's roles and public works, and lack of provision of women's fluidity by marriage 
(Judd 1994: 243). Especially for divorced women, their claims of land is very 
difficult in practice, as after divorce, they usually back to their birth households, 
where their land in their birth household has been withdrawn after their marriage 
(Zhu 2000 37-38) . Taken into the insufficient social welfare resources in rural area, 
rural women, especially divorced and elderly women, are lacking medical care, legal 
protection, and income sources. 
In respect to education, among rural migrant workers, whose education are 
comparatively lower than their urban counterparts, women are on average moderately 
less educated than men, reflecting the low quality of education in rural area and 
gender inequality in access to education across rural China (Gaetano and Jacka 2004: 
24). Among 86,990,000 illiterate people in China, 70% are women, majority of which 
are from rural area (All-China Women's Federation 2006). In rural area, gender 
differentiation is bigger than that in cities, as in the rural, among school droppers aged 
between 10-14, 57.6% are girls; among those who have never been to school in the 
same age group, 60.7% are girls (All-China Women's Federation 2006). Women 
migrant workers were overwhelmingly concentrate in the service and retail sectors, 
mostly working as housemaids and restaurant workers (Yang and Guo 1996) .A 
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survey shows that female migrant workers in foreign enterprises were 
disproportionately concentrated in low-skill, low-wage production assembly work 
(The Peasant-Worker Migration Project Group 1996) Compared with male 
counterparts, women migrant workers are inferior in allocation of wage, pension and 
promotion (Croll 1995:131). 
When gender equality is inscribed into laws and regulations by reformers, 
women's living condition and their relationship with the state's structural arrangement 
have been neglected and become hidden topic. Behind the social rhetoric of "gender 
equality", with a population of 240 million surplus labors, the cruel social reality in 
China is demanding insurmountable sacrifice of women (Dai 2006: 142-143). All of 
my research respondents belong to the group of women suffering economic burden or 
poverty. The difficulties and setbacks they encounter are not unique stories of minor 
people, but a reflection of the structural scope. "Gender, is among the social axes 
around which inequality is generated, and it is structuring the pathways of those so 
classified within society" (Alsop et al 2002). Thus it is necessary to record women's 
location of their selves in the social gender system, their judgment of gender equality 
issue, their own gender identity construction process, which will be further elaborated 
in this chapter. 
2. Reflecting over being a woman 
1) Ideal woman imagination 
In order to know respondents' views on gender norms, and what attributes that 
they regard as significant for a woman, I ask them what an ideal woman is like in 
their eyes. In depicting their stereotype of a successful woman, we can know what 
kind of gender expectation they have for themselves. Among all the respondents, 
financial independence is the premier quality of a successful woman, as the following 
quotations show: 
The most important is to make money...Because when you have money, 
everything is easy to deal with. You can start business. When you do not want 
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to get married, you can use the money to support senior life. (Niu, 25 years 
old, in entertainment venue) 
She should have a career. She should be economically capable. Or she should 
have jobs. Then she is very successful. (He, 25 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
At least she should have jobs, not be pure housewives. (Kang, 23 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Women's financial independence is highly valued among the respondents, and 
they regard this independence a premise for other achievements that a woman can 
make. This judgment reflects the feminized poverty in rural China, which means 
women are more vulnerable to poverty, as gender inequality exists in women's access 
to education, job market, and other resources to get rid of poverty. In China, women 
leave the labor market in a faster speed than men, and women and men's income gap 
is enlarging, and the ratio of coverage of social insurance among women is only 
87.8% of that of men (All-China Women's Federation 2006). 
Meanwhile, as a result of inadequate welfare mechanism, women are responsible 
of their own well-being. Divorce will cease their dependence on production within 
family unit. And when there is no efficient legal enforcement, most divorced women 
in my research sample can not get subsidy or compensation from their ex-husbands. 
For single female sex workers, their work experience has widen their understanding 
of the uneven living standards between urban and rural area, between the more 
developed regions and the backward areas. These female sex workers have related 
experiences that have made them aware of the importance of financial independence 
brought by a career. 
When talking about women's roles in marriage and family, the typical answer 
echoes Chinese traditional expectation of women being "virtuous wife and decent 
mother" (xianqi liangmu), which means that women should be helpful and obedient 
wives, and should take care well of the husband and the children. This judgment is 
shown in many respondents' answers: 
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In family life, she should be virtuous wife and decent mother. Now although 
more and more husbands cook, I think women should still cook for the family. 
(He, 25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
(A successful woman) When she is at home, she should be a good wife, good 
mother, and a good daughter. (Kang, 23 years old, in entertainment venue) 
From the above depictions of an ideal woman, we can see that the two 
distinguished criteria of gender expectation of women. On one hand, women should 
be capable of working, of providing for the family; On the other hand, women should 
behave in a traditional way in family, they should do the house work and their 
obligation as daughter, wife, and mother should be carried out, which presents 
traditional views. These sex workers, from their own experience of entering sex work 
as resistance to poverty, emphasize the importance of women's economic 
independence. Meanwhile, as bearers of gender norms imposed by the cultural 
context, they still treasure the traditional ideology of good women, which they regard 
as fundamental for the maintenance of the family. 
2) Ideal husband imagination 
In this part, I would talk about the respondents who do not have husbands at the 
present and their planning for their mam age. Their depiction of their preferable 
husband is also an ideal type. From their narrative，we can see their expectation of 
their future husbands' role, and their relationship with their husband. Those 
respondents who are single girls without children give the following depictions: 
I would like to marry someone in good economic status. He should have a 
house, a car and cash. And he should treat me well. I would rather marry 
someone who loves me than someone I love. (Ding, 22 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Similar to ideal woman imagination, financial capability is a predominant 
criterion in selecting husband. And sex workers also mention husband's fulfillment of 
familial obligations. They regard mam age as beyond the relationship of the couple, 
and consideration of their parents and future children is essential to the mam age 
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choice. 
For the divorced mothers, their marriage planning is around the axis of their 
children's future development. The question of to remarry or not should give way to 
their children's well-being: 
I don't think about my marriage any more. Because my first marriage has 
failed, I don't want have boyfriends and don't want to consider marriage. I 
would like to wait until my son grows up. As the son is so little, it the 
stepfather treats him in a bad way, I would feel sorry for that. So I would wait 
until I am older and I will marry someone elderly, then he would love and 
care the child. (Niu, 25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
For sex workers as mothers, they would regard their remarriage as "personal 
affaire", which is minor and of no priority compared to their children's future 
development. Sex workers' planning for marriage, in my research, is very rational 
calculation and it is related their other gender roles of being mother, or as being 
daughter. These respondents are nevertheless individual-centered in their marriage 
plans. And their imagination of the male partner is quite on an equal basis, expecting 
their future husbands' economic contribution as well as roles fulfillment, just as their 
ideal women expectation. 
3) Reflecting gender equality 
The issue of gender equality is often understood as a macro-level issue. But in 
my research, believing that sex workers are individuals that are insightful and 
reflexive, I would like see their own evaluation on the issue gender equality in our 
society. I ask them to link this issue with their own personal experience. The answers 
can be put into two groups, those who think that men and women are equal, and those 
who disagree. In the former group, respondents emphasize that the society now 
recognizes a person's ability regardless of their gender: 
R: I think that our society is very fair. As long as you have ability, the society 
can recognize it. Although you have high diploma, but you don't have ability, 
the society would not recognize you. 
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I: How do you think about gender equality in our society? 
R: I feel that in recent years women have even higher social status. (Kang, 23 
years old, in entertainment venue.) 
This kind of judgment reflect political rhetoric of women being "half the 
heaven" (Ban bian tian), whose efforts are recognizable and whose contribution to the 
economic reform is equal to that of men. 
In the "disagree" group, one respondent supports her statement with her own 
experience of stigmatization: 
A woman, once you do something bad, you will be a bad woman for the rest 
of your life; a man, even he does bad things for many times, he is not bad.. .1 
do this business and I feel that it is very difficult for women to make a living. 
(Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Her complaint of gender inequality is in terms of stigmatization, what she meant 
is that the stigma of being sex worker would be attached on her and she is unable to 
get rid of it. And this stigmatization is gender specific and this stigma is not 
applicable to men. Another respondent feels that as a woman being family provider, 
to make a living is very difficult and she thinks that maybe it is because women are 
inferior to men in personal abilities: 
I don't think it is equal. When women want to do business, when you want to 
succeed, you want to be smart, but you are incapable. Women are not so 
capable, really. (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
The following respondent gives fatalist attitude on her own destiny as a woman, 
stating that a woman's life is dependent on the man she marries: 
My mother told me that women are just like seeds. When you are sowed in 
rich soil, you will have a better life; when you are sowed in bad soil, you will 
have a sad life...The two mistakes I made in my life: the first is that I did not 
work hard at school study; the second one is that I did not find good husband. 
(Bian, 34 years old, street-walker) 
Her opinion shows that she regard a woman is not the master of her and she 
depends on marriage to attain her happiness. That is to say that it is whether she 
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would marry a good husband that decides her well-being. And marriage sets a 
standard to measure a woman's life success. Meanwhile, the importance of education 
is also highly valued, as a necessary individual attribute for a better life. From their 
working experience, most of the respondents have accounted their low wage and 
labor intensive work for their low education. To link the issue with their own personal 
attitudes, I ask mothers if they have preference for daughters or sons during their 
pregnancy: 
Girls like to keep clean, unlike boys. When I was pregnant, my mom wished 
me to have a daughter. In our time, having a son is not so good. You need to 
build house for his marriage, etc. (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
I also ask if they have gender discrimination on children's education, all the 
mothers say that education is equally important for both girls and boys, as shown by 
the following quotation: 
I: Should girls have more education as the boys? 
R: Yes, as long as s/he is not tired of study, I would let s/he continue. Girls 
should like boys. Only when boys and girls have better education, can they 
have prosperous future. (He, 25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
In this section, after the analysis of sex workers' narratives, we can come to 
conclusion that sex workers have very much financial consideration on gender 
expectation of an ideal woman and an ideal husband. And women's responsibilities 
for family are highly valued. In assessing gender equality, two groups of answers 
have been distinguished based on the respondents' own experiences. The respondents 
are mostly gender equality followers in their gender preference of children and their 
planning of children's education. 
3. Doing gender within relations 
The respondents in my research take one, two or three roles of the following: 
daughter, wife/partner, and mother. In most of the time, taking up these three roles is a 
sequential trajectory in women's life. Some of my respondents, while still at a young 
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age, have just reached the step of daughter; some of them reach the wife/partner 
phase while still being daughter; some of them have gone through the three phases. In 
talking about the respondents' gender-roles, I am not only focusing the present, their 
current role taking and performance, but also tracing their past, to find out what their 
trajectories will tell us about their being women. In this part, I sort all my respondents 
into the following group based on the gender roles which they are involved in by the 
time the interviews conducted, which I believe is more effective than other 
classifications. By reviewing their narratives, I am not confining their gender identity 
construction within these three gender roles. I adopt the theoretical perspective that 
people are doing gender in their day-to-day life, not only in their relations and 
communication with other people involved in gender roles fulfillment. In every day 
of a woman's life, she is doing gender, and she is being woman. And the process she 
undergoes and the achievement of feminine qualities should not be framed and 
limited to the three gender roles. Doing gender emerges into every social role a 
person is taking, and the three gender roles serve as perspectives for us to see how 
female sex workers construct their gender identity within these three relational 
structures. 
1) As daughters 
Shouldering the economic burden of the family 
Most of my respondents are from rural areas and their families were in poverty 
throughout their youth. In their recalling of their early years at home, sex workers 
often mention their contribution to domestic work and farm work, as illustrated by 
quotations of the following respondents: 
There were a lot of works at home. After I had meals, I had to feed the pigs. I 
could not go to school without feeding the pigs. (Ou, 22 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
They regard domestic work a must for daughters of poor families. Besides their 
acceptance of familial poverty, they also express that they understand and sympathize 
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with their parents' arduous work, which serves as an impetus for their involvement in 
domestic work, as the following respondent says: 
My condition is not that good. My family is very poor. In my family, no one 
work outside. My brother, my brother's son and my sister-in-law they all need 
to be fed, and my father too. Only my mother can make money. How could 
my family be affluent? She needs to feed so many people. (Er, 30 years old, in 
entertainment venue) 
Most of the respondents are with comparatively low education, the reason of 
which is familial poverty as explained by the respondents. However, when asked if 
their leaving school is a result of parents' gender discrimination on girls, all of the 
respondents give negative answers. When asked if they resent on their parents not 
letting them continue their study, all of the respondents deny that. Most of them said 
that school leaving was a result of poor economic status, which was a constraint that 
their parents were unable to cope with, as the following respondent replies: 
I: Is it because you were a girl that your parents did not let you continue your 
schooling? 
R: No, no no no. My parents love my sister and me so much. That was 
because my family had no way out. Everyday my parents worked so hard, we 
(my sister and I) wanted to relieve their burden. There was a lot of work to do 
at home. (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
Some of them confess that their failure in schooling was on their personal 
accounts like not being smart or good at school, or distracted from study: 
I: Why didn't you continue your study? 
R: I got to know some girls outside school, so that I thought of playing with 
them outside. Then I did not want to go to school and I lost interest in study. 
Then I was led outside by them and I didn't go to school anymore. (Guo, 20 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
After the respondents left school, they usually began to look for migrant work 
outside their hometown. No matter what kind of work they do, to help their poor 
families, they sent their savings back home to their parents. 
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Being filial girls 
Most of the respondents report good relationship with their parents. They 
confirm that parents treat them the best in the world and they love their parents so 
much. When they are home, they bring money and other gifts to their parents as a 
way of showing their love for their parents: 
I would buy a lot of things. Mostly I just buy many fruits. (Ding, 22 years old, 
in entertainment venue) 
They perform as obedient and satisfying daughters when they are at home with 
their parents. And when they visit home in their holidays, they pick up the domestic 
work they used to, not only as a way of hiding their stigmatized identity, but also a 
habitual performance as a hardworking daughter, taking off all the housework from 
the shoulders of their parents, as illustrated by one respondent: 
When I am back, I got up at 6 in the morning. At night, after I had dinner and 
watched TV, it was 9-10pm. I went to bed at 10pm. During the daytime I 
worked ceaselessly. I prepared breakfast at 6am every morning, and then fed 
the pigs and went to cut firewood. I did all kinds of work. (Yin, 24 years old, 
in entertainment venue) 
For those respondents who are divorced and support their children, they have a 
unique pattern with their parents. As these sex workers work far from their hometown, 
their parents take care of their children instead. Then they need to send money back 
home to their parents for the daily expenses of their children. This would cause a 
troublesome situation: as the parent(s) take care of the divorced mothers' children, 
accordingly, these sex workers need to support their parent(s). This situation is 
illustrated by a sex worker who sends her son to primary school in the city, then her 
mother lives together with her son in the cities. Her siblings feel that when their 
mother is contributing solely to this daughter, then this daughter is totally responsible 
for supporting her mother, as this respondent complains: 
When my mother falls ill, they (my siblings) do not give money...Once I had 
quarrel with my sister. My sister said that "Mom only takes care of your son. 
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She is always with you and provides convenience for you." (Jiang, 35 years 
old, in entertainment venue) 
As they are from rural areas and their family background is in poor economic 
status, their early lives are sensitive to poverty. Before they went to work outside, 
they did domestic work and help the parents. And because of the influence of poverty, 
some of them had to drop school study. But they are all very considerate daughters, as 
they understand their families' conditions and they do not account their insufficient 
education to their parents' fault. They take the responsibility of changing the family's 
poor conditions by starting working early and subsidizing their families. And they 
care for their parents and keep emotional ties with their parents. For those divorced 
mothers, parents are usually taking care of their children, meaning that they have to 
shoulder most of or whole responsibility of providing for their parents. They behave 
as good daughters and are satisfied with their contribution to their parents. However, I 
am not contending that these respondents are all good daughters with moral merits, 
but their close emotional ties with parents, and their empathy on parents' suffering, 
are common themes presented by their narration. 
2) As wives 
Working as major providers 
Among all the respondents, only 3 of them are in marital relationship with their 
husbands. There are 5 divorced women who are in quite loose connection with their 
ex-husbands, who will not be discussed here. I would focus on these three 
respondents who are current in marital status. In these three families, the wives are 
family supporters. Two of these sex workers are previous drug abusers, and now they 
are methadone takers. This pattern of "women as the family supporter" is very typical 
among the couples of drug abusers. Take the story of Bian (34 years old, street-walker) 
as an example. Bian started taking drugs following her first husband. After her 
divorce, she began to live together with her current husband. After some setbacks, her 
husband began to take drug together with her and spent all his savings. In explaining 
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her doing sex work to support her husband, Bian says: 
After he was with me, he sold his house and we together spent all of his 
saving. I feel that if we had separated earlier, he would have earned a living 
on his own. But now he doesn't have a penny. He feels that I owe him. If I get 
rid of him now, I feel apologetic. (Bian, 34 years old, street-walker) 
The other methadone-taker explains why she did sex work to feed the two: 
What can he do? You know that he is not local here. I feel worried if he works 
outside. For men, their way of making money is only to rob and steal, etc. I 
am afraid that he is not familiar with this place and he may be beaten by 
others. I can not set my mind at rest if that happens. I don't let him to work, 
and we both rely on my work. (Cai, 37 years old, street-walker) 
We can see from the above quotation that these two sex workers are turned into 
providers because of their benign and considerate women emotions. For Bian, she can 
not get rid of her husband's sponge on her sex work, as she feel that she deserve the 
paying off of her debt and compensate for her previous financial dependence on her 
husband. For Cai, she takes the role similar to a mother, to protect her husband from 
the dangers in the unfamiliar environment. She considers her husband's safety and 
care for him, but has neglected she would face the same or more serious dangers and 
risks. These two women take the sacrificing roles, but the former is more alerted to 
her tragic status, while the latter takes her sacrificing role naturally and without 
complaints. 
The third woman with husband is in a unique situation: While she works outside 
and make money to support the family, her husband is at home taking care of their 
son, unknown of her doing sex work. For this woman, a wife's responsibility to a 
family is essential, but as a wife working to support family is the fulfilling of this 
responsibility, as she complains: 
As a wife, I should take charge of everything at home, do everything. It is 
very difficult. Some husbands, they do not work, as a woman, if you are 
irresponsible, you don't manage the family, and you leave, it will be 
impossible, right? (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
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As working wives who support their non-working husbands, these three women 
show their perceptions of their status and their explanation of their unusual role as 
major providers. They each have a unique story, but what is common is their 
regarding themselves as filling their position as wives with credit. They affirm their 
contributions to their husband and they make their doing sex work as essential to their 
role fulfillment. 
Maintaining threatened relation 
Bian (34 years old, street-walker), in her relationship with her husband, suffers 
much stigmatization. A lot of violence has been reported in the interviews with Bian. 
Her husband is taking advantage of Bian's weakness of will, and indulges in 
gambling using the money made by Bian. Her husband even sells gadgets and 
furniture at home when in short of money. Bian asked me if it is possible to prosecute 
her husband in Women's Union. However, at the end of the interview, she confesses 
that: 
After all, we live together for so many years. I don't know if it is love or habit, 
maybe only when we separate can I know it. I think there should be a little 
love. (Bian, 34 years old, street-walker) 
And she accepted the impossibility of separation from her husband is a destiny: 
I believe in Buddhism. I think all of this is doomed. Buddha is waiting for me 
and next life my fate will be changed... It is because I owed him in my 
previous life, so that this life I need to pay back. (Bian, 34 years old, 
street-walker) 
Compared to Bian, Cai is very fortunate that she said her relationship with her 
husband is very smooth, as she says: 
We are from the same village, and we both took drugs and left home. Maybe 
because we are from the same town, we do not have any quarrel. Our life was 
making money, taking drugs and making money, taking drugs. Just like this. 
(Cai, 37 years old, street-walker) 
However, Cai's husband also expressed the uneasiness he felt about Cai's doing 
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sex work: 
He didn't want me to make money in this way, but we did not have other 
ways...He often said "We don't take drugs any more. It is so bad to have you 
work like that." But we didn't have other ways... (Cai, 37 years old, 
street-walker) 
Now Cai's husband is in prison arrested for his drug abuse. Cai is expecting her 
husband's release and visits him often and she expects her future with her husband. 
For Ou, however, the conflicts with her husband are very apparent as her 
husband and she live separately and can only meet each other occasionally. Ou 
depicts her relationship with her husband as the follows: 
I have lost love from my husband. I used to be loved and live happily with my 
husband. We often chatted and laughed when I was at home. Now when I 
make a call home, we talk only a few words and he hangs off. (Ou, 22 years 
old, in entertainment venue) 
Although she kept her doing sex work a secret from her husband, the latter is 
suspicious of her cover work identity. Her husband even proposes divorce: 
Now he wants to divorce with me. I asked why divorce? I said that once I get 
married, I will never divorce. We can not get divorced. I work outside to 
fulfill my responsibility for this family, so that I will never divorce. (Ou, 22 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
The above three cases show that how marriage can still be maintained when the 
wives are sex workers. It also show that these female sex workers' perception of their 
identity of being wife. For them, the responsibility to support the husband, to support 
the family, and to maintain the relationship is very important. They make their 
engagement in sex work part of fulfilling their responsibility as wife. Their situations 
vary, but all their stories show that women's role as providers by doing sex work 
threatens women's role as being a wife. With their husbands knowing or not knowing 
their work identity, they are no longer wives who can accompany their husband and 
with their husbands being their sole sex partner. The bond of sex in marriage has been 
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cut. And it is difficult for sex workers to maintain intimate and loving relationship 
with their husbands. That is why married women accounts comparatively low 
percentage in the sex workers group (Choi 2006). 
3) As mothers 
Being remote working mother 
Most of the respondents who are mothers are divorced women. They leave their 
children to their parents and work outside to support their child. They regularly send 
money back home to pay for the daily expenditure of their child. And they call back 
often to talk to their children. For these divorced mothers, they made up their minds 
to raise their children since the divorce. Some of them have irresponsible ex-husbands 
and they have to take care of the children on their own. Others have compared the 
practicability of leaving the children to their fathers: 
If I had left my son to him, he would have wandered around all day long 
without taking care of the son. So I did not want to leave my son to him. (Niu, 
25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
For these women, taking the responsibility of raising their children 
independently is the vital aim of their present life. And when asked about their 
ranking of the importance of their roles as mother, daughter and wife, they all admit 
that the role of mother is the most crucial to them, as illustrated as the following: 
I: Who is the most important person to you? 
R: My son. It was me who gave birth to him, and I need to be responsible for 
him, right? (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
And they are very satisfied with their performance as a mother: 
I am most satisfied with my being a mother...I treat my son well. Whatever 
he wants, I would buy for him. I am not like those mothers who do not meet 
with children's need. Whenever my son wants something, he calls me and I 
will buy for him. Or I will send money home and let my parents buy him. 
(Niu, 25 years old, in entertainment venue) 
However, as these mothers are working outside, they encounter the role conflicts 
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of being a caring mother and being a breadwinner: 
I really want to go back to be by my son's side. But I have to make money to 
support him. I do not have such ability. I would like to be with him and guide 
him in his schooling. I am craving for that. But I have to work. If I do not 
work, how can I make ends meet? (Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment 
venue) 
Another respondent relieves herself from worrying about her absence of direct 
care for her child: 
Because my parents treat him well, although I am away from him most of the 
time, he is taken good care of. Whenever I call back home, my son is very 
happy. I would like to go back to see him from time to time. (Niu, 25 years 
old, in entertainment venue) 
The above mothers, although unable to be by their children's side, provide for 
their children by working outside. They feel that their dedication to supporting their 
children make them responsible and good mothers. And they emphasize the better 
material life they can provide for their children as their achievements as mothers. 
They try to keep emotional ties with their children by making calls and planning 
home visits, and their expression of their love for their children proves that they think 
highly of the role of being mother. 
Children ’s life planner 
All of these divorced mothers express their expectation of their children's 
education. They leam from their own experience that education is essential for a 
person's development. As all of them have so little education at schools, they admit 
that in their later working experience, they suffer from inadequate education. Here, 
the education is not about a substantive accumulation of a person's knowledge, but is 
mainly an advantage in job seeking, and a personal attribute that links to better 
material life, as illustrated by the following quotations: 
For my child, I would like to provide him with better education. Education 
will make him smarter. .. My own experience is...Education equips you with 
knowledge, without education you know nothing. With education you will 
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have a better future. So I would like my son to have higher education. (He, 25 
years old, in entertainment venue) 
The following mother's expectation on her son is more practical, as her current 
investment on her son's education is high and she looks forward to reward in her 
son's educational achievement: 
I think if you have higher education, when you go out to work in factories, 
you will have better salary. If you have higher diploma, you don't need to 
have very huge workload. When I was working in the factories, those with 
diplomas can do work with high skills...So when call home, I often say to 
him to work hard at school, the more educated you are, the more money you 
can make. I wish him to earn a lot of money in the future. (Jiang, 35 years old, 
in entertainment venue) 
For these divorce mothers, their role of being mother distinguishes from other 
gender roles and they work hard and save money for their children's future. In their 
expectation of their children's future, their children's education is of vital importance 
to them. As they have realized that education provides the chance for people from 
rural area, who are in lower-class, to have the mobility to move upward. Their 
children are the spiritual "bread and butter" for their hard working in a deviant career. 
Out of need to prepare for their children's prosperous future, they affirm their value 
as sacrificing mother and they imagine a future that they can rely on their children's 
success to compensate for the current arduous period. The performance of good and 
sacrificing mothers gives them meaning and worth of being a woman. This also 
alleviates the tension between being a migrant woman and being a mother. Education 
is the last straw they hold in their dream for a better life in the future, because they 
can only rely on their children for providing for them in their later years. No wonder 
that most of them would state that their children are promising and smart in schools, 
which is not only out of a mother's appreciation, but also from very pragmatic 
expectation. 
4. The gendered self 
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1) The body 
Body sets the biological basis of gender differences, and it is also a very 
important medium and object for doing gender. For female sex workers, their work is 
closely linked with their sexually differentiated appearances. It is being physically 
feminine that attracts customers so that besides sexual intercourse, they are trading 
feminine appearances in their business. Some respondents confirm that they are very 
careful on caring their beauties in their work life, and they consume much of their 
income on clothes and cosmetics, as illustrated by the following quotation: 
Buying clothes, to be frankly, I have bought many clothes since I came here. 
When I go out shopping, I would buy whatever clothes that I think pretty. 
(Ding, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
This respondent also spends much money on cosmetics and skincare products. 
For sex workers who are single and young, expenditure on clothes and cosmetics is 
often more than sex workers who are mothers. Also the amount dispensable is also 
linked to sex workers' income and financial situation. During my interview, I also 
discovered a young girl cutting slices of cucumber to make mask on face (Guo, 20 
years, in entertainment venue). When I asked if it was for skin care, she responded 
with a shy smile and said it was to keep face cool in hot weather. The attention and 
control on physical appearance is quite common among female sex workers. 
Shopping with co-workers is their frequent entertainment activities and they enjoy it. 
Many respondents have deemed buying clothes is a woman's "right". A mother sex 
worker who is very economical says: 
I am very economical, really. I seldom buy new clothes. They (co-workers) all 
know that I am very economical, the boss knows. The old clothes that they 
would throw way, I pick them and put on. I do this to save money for my 
son's schooling. (Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment venue.) 
For her and for other respondents who are very careful on expenditure on clothes, 
this kind of statement indicates that they at least redeem that buying clothes is natural 
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and necessary for women, and when it have to give way to other purposes, they feel 
that it is their "sacrifice"- sacrificing buying clothes and dropping the chance to 
displaying their feminine appearance, for which beautiful and affluent clothes are 
crucial. Besides the beauty, sex workers also display a very important aspect on their 
body: cleanness. In previous chapter, I have discussed sex workers' management of 
health, and how they supervise their bodies to prevent diseases. Cleanness, however, 
is not only out of the concern of health. As stated by the following respondent, it is a 
very important characteristic for a woman: 
After girls go to washroom, or when they feel uncomfortable, they need to 
wash (the vaginal part). I love to keep clean... At home, my mother loves to 
keep clean too. I was so before I came here. From a very little child, to now I 
am 22 years old; I very much like to keep clean. Girls should be clean, unlike 
boys. (Ou, 22 years old, in entertainment venue) 
I observed the appearances of all the respondents, many of them had very clean 
and neat look. So were their clothes and rooms. For these respondents being women, 
they are most of the time unconsciously building and maintaining their appearances. 
Women's bodies are for appreciation, are displayed for attention, and above all, 
markers of gender. It is by controlling and managing their bodies that my respondents 
construct the visibility of being women. 
2) The soul 
In the discussion of sex workers' gender identity construction in their three 
gender roles; I have mentioned many aspects of sex workers feminized qualities, like 
sacrifice, tolerance, forgiveness, responsibility, etc. In this part, I would like to see 
from sex workers' narratives besides the three gender roles. This kind of narrative 
scatters in all the interview transcripts, however, I would like to select three typical 
passages to see what qualities sex workers display in their narration. The following 
respondent is an ADDS patient who needs to have nutritious food to enhance her 
health but with very small amount of money at disposal: 
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The very simple fruit, for example, peach, 1 yuan per jin (500g). If I only buy 
one jin, I could not eat alone in my home. I have my boyfriend and my 
grandma. I feel that I need to take in the vitamins by eating fruits, but I do not 
have the habit to eat something alone behind my family. I feel that whatever I 
eat, no matter good or bad, I would like to eat with all the others, or I feel 
unrest in my heart. (Bian, 34 years old, street-walker) 
This quotation implies a series of qualities: humble, considerate, sacrificing, etc. 
I would argue that the habit the respondent forms is the habit of abandoning self. She 
tends to considerate more about others, and cares for their need, sacrificing her own 
benefits. It is cannot be said that it is gender exploitation of women, but it is a result 
of gender identity building that turns this habit into part of being women, and has 
formed a system of "feminized morality", moral merits tailored to women's gender 
norms. In Confucian morality, women's moral virtues top among all the requests on 
women. These virtues include a woman's subordination and loyalty to her father, their 
husband, and their son. I see the attributes appear in the above analysis as expansions 
of subordination and loyalty. For example, sacrifice, is a form of supreme moral 
control which turns women's unequal bearing of more responsibility into holy merits, 
which makes women attached to the "holy" sentiment to elaborate their sufferings. 
Another respondent, when being asked whether or not she likes herself, provides 
a vivid example of her self-image: 
I am not a mean person, and I would not look down upon the poor. Those 
handicapped beggars on the streets, those elderly beggars and children 
beggars, when some of them ask for money, I would give to them. I am very 
careful on money, and I even would not grudge money on meals. When I have 
only the money for breakfast or lunch, I still would give my money to them. 
(Jiang, 35 years old, in entertainment venue) 
She was in tears when she narrated this part. The distinguishing quality of this 
respondent is her kind heart, her empathy on the poor people. Although she perceives 
herself as among the low class people, she thinks that she is at least better than the 
beggars. She even gives the limited meal fee she has for the beggars. I see her 
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narrative as psychologically affirming her gendered moral merits. In spite of her 
money making business, her merit is beyond material interest which gives herself 
self-value as human being as well as a woman. Empathy is thus a gendered attribute 
for these respondents who affirm their charity-like help provided for the unfortunate 
people. 
The last respondent echoes that the "benign" heart is essential for men and 
women: 
I have a criterion that is the same for women and men, which is being kind. I 
think that everyone should marry someone with a benign heart. I don't care 
whether he is responsible for me. If he is a kind person, even when he is 
irresponsible to me and to my child, he would have reasons that are hard to 
express. Maybe he had some woman before me, and he owed to her. He has 
an uneasy conscience and he needs to pay back. If in this case he is 
irresponsible for me, I will not hate him. (Feng, 31 years) 
It is another case of women's forgiveness. A kind heart is beyond all other 
criteria for marriage selection. And in the name of kind heart, everything is forgivable. 
The respondent can even give interpretation to the man's betrayal and has empathy of 
his situation. 
In this part, I am not showing that how sex workers forfeited or employ rhetoric 
to build up their own self-worth. I would like to accept that all these narratives are 
meaning attached and they indicate sex workers' views of their selves, and behind 
these narrations, gender norms have been built into their value system and their 
behaviors. So many moral qualities have been demonstrated, and women are building 
their own gender merits influenced by the gender norm in Chinese culture. Sex 
workers are not an alienated category, but among the mass women as a whole. The 
qualities displayed here are not only strategies of the few, but common culture shared 
and bathed by every woman. 
5. Conclusion 
This chapter is on female sex workers' gender identity construction. In summary, 
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female sex workers construct their value of being woman by fulfilling their gender 
roles, by displaying gender attribute in their daily life, and above all, by constructing 
and endowing worth to their gendered selves. I have to contend again that the life 
stories demonstrated in this chapter are not unique stories of female sex workers who 
are minor groups. From these women's stories, we can see that what is hidden behind 
China's economic reform is the sacrifice of lower-class women who shoulder the 
exploitation and resist poverty. "Feminized poverty" is represented in this chapter by 
examining how women are burdened by familial poverty, especially those lone-parent 
families which are headed by women. Besides the socio-economic structure that is 
responsible for women's status, we can also see that female sex workers in this 
chapter have demonstrated and confirmed their construction of worthy women within 
their identity system. Condemned and restricted by well-known notions of law and Li, 
the prostitutes could be redeemed if she bore herself in all others ways as a woman of 
virtue and longed for a husband and sons (Gronewold 1982:32).Women's being 
sacrificing, empathetic, considerate, etc., indicates how social gender norms have 
been built into women, and sex workers' experience as lower class women, have 
shown how these attributes have added to women's being exploitation in a social 
structure where uneven distribution of limited resources exists. Women's suffering, 
then, in many cases shown in this chapter, is the result of "exploitation of gendered 
weakness". 
Apparently, the small sample of sex workers in my research can not cover the 
diversity of the lower-class women in China. Meanwhile, as I do not have reference 
group of men, without comparison it is impossible to give definite conclusion that 
women are being more susceptible to poverty, more exploited or suffering in our 
social setting. I do not want to replicate the dichotomy of women as victim or women 
as empowered in my discussion on female sex workers' gender identity construction. 
The two sides of the dichotomy both have been demonstrated in sex workers' identity 
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construction. Although shouldering the responsibility of supporting the family, they 
motivate themselves by affirming their gendered self-value and they construct 
capable women in their own self-perception. Records of these women's inner world 
should serve as reminders which enable us to debunk the myths and metaphors 
surrounding sex work and sex workers, and to accept them as ordinary women, 
mundane people whose voices have been submerged in the grand narrative of great 
social transformation in China. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 
The three chapters intercross with each other, and with overlaps and tensions, 
they together constitute a prism reflecting sex workers' identity construction. To 
combat stigmatization against them, sex workers affirm their self-worth and 
contribution in terms of their gender roles, and they align with grand social discourse 
to get rid of their personal account of their stigma. By managing their work identity, 
sex workers build up boundaries of their working selves and their real selves. 
Defining sex work as periodical and transient, they detach the stigma attached to their 
work and prevent it from ruining their other identities. In sex workers' gender identity 
construction, they construct their self image as women who still possess the 
feminized moral attributes, and they rely on an alternative of good woman image-"the 
self-reliant, financially capable women in the reform era", which is an achievement 
brought by their work. Stigma, work, and gender are discemable outlines in stories of 
survival, suffering and empowerment among female sex workers. 
Among the three identities discussed in this paper, gender identity is the one that 
has high identity salience and high identity commitment for female sex workers 
(Stryker and Serpe 1982). Identity salience means the possibility of an identity's 
being invoked in various situations (Stryker and Serpe 1982). Being a woman is 
through the whole life course of sex workers and in their daily life, doing gender is 
always on their agenda, no matter they are consciously or unconsciously fulfilling 
that task. Identity commitment is defined as how much the person's relationships to 
others can be influenced by certain identity(Stryker and Serpe 1982).In this sense, 
female sex workers gender roles are crucial to their relationship with family members 
who are important to them, and the roles they are fulfilling are essential to their 
identity construction and building gendered self-worth. That is why sex workers 
emphasize much on their gender identity. 
In this paper, I refer to Goffman (1968)，s theory of managing stigma and Syke 
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and Matza (1957)'s techniques of neutralization. These theories pave the way for my 
study on those people who have spoiled identities. However, after analysis of sex 
workers' strategies of identity management, I would contend that besides Goffman 
(1968)，s way of information management and Syke and Matza (1957)'s way of 
neutralization, a more profound phase of stigma management is "construction of 
self-worth". It is by construction of self-worth that those stigmatized go beyond way 
of hiding and avoiding, way of accounting and excusing, and reach a stage that they 
do believe in their self-worth. For female sex workers, in their construction of 
self-worth, they depend on the available traditional gender norms to relocate 
themselves within this pattern. Sex workers in this research return to normal and 
dominant gender norms to salvage their stigmatized selves. 
In chapter three I have reviewed theoretical discussion on "what is gender", and 
the relationship between gender ideologies in social structure and doing gender on an 
individual basis. Gender ideologies, as defined in Chapter Three, are culturally shared 
meanings about the appropriateness of being a woman and a man. For some scholars, 
they hold the idea that social arrangement of gender is exploiting and repressive for 
women, as women's subordination and inferiority have been inscribed into this 
system(Schur 1983). However, this paper shows a dynamic of gender ideologies: on 
one hand, many women enter sex work to fulfilling their genders roles as daughter, 
mother or wife/partner, and it is their role expectation that "forced" them into the 
risky and exploitive business. On the other hand, they resort to traditional gender 
ideologies of women, and the novel image of women's financial independence, to 
construct their self-worth of being a woman. Gender in social structure then can be 
both exploiting and enabling, as it can have an impact on sex workers' 
decision-making on entering sex business, and it can empower sex workers with 
values that can enhance their gender identity. However, the symbolic interaction 
between identity construction of individuals, and the formulation of gender ideologies 
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of a society, can not be defined by the dualism of "powerless individuals" or 
"powerful individuals". Individuals have potential of self-empowerment in identity 
construction, but resources available to them, and the intensity of their personal 
power, are provided and confined by the social structure. For the case of sex workers, 
I contend that gender ideologies embedded in Chinese society add to female sex 
workers' suffering of stigma attached to their work, but they enable sex workers to 
manage the stigma, manage their work identity, and to construct worthy women in 
terms of their gendered self. 
Female sex workers are not the only sufferers of social stigmatization. There 
exist other marginal groups experiencing identity problems caused by their stigma. 
This paper has shown how female sex workers manage to construct a worthy self in 
spite of their stigmatized work, however, their seemingly "successful" management 
can not be simply expanded to other stigmatized groups. For sex workers, sex-selling 
is a transient arrangement, the stigma of sex work is also temporary; because they are 
migrant sex workers, they can have spatial separation of their work and their family 
life; they are able to make a living on their own, which sets the premise for their 
self-worth building. Temporality, spatial demarcation and financial agency constitute 
the conditions for female sex workers' efficient identity management. For other 
stigmatized groups, for example, drug abusers (there are 4 former drug-abusers in my 
research sample), identity management will be a difficult task. Firstly, drug abuser is 
an identity hard to get rid of, and it becomes constant in these people's life. Secondly, 
drug abusers are hard to use spatial separation to hide their status from their family, of 
which the reason might be their financial dependence on their family or because their 
addiction shown to family members. Thirdly, most drug abusers are down and out 
because of enormous spending on drugs, and they can no longer make financial 
contribution to their families. Thus, for drug abusers, the identity crisis is much more 
difficult to overcome. I would recommend future researches to be done on other 
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stigmatized groups, and by comparing different people's identity management, I hope 
works including this one dedicating to identity theories development and better 
understanding of different people's identity work. 
As for intervention programs aiming at helping female sex workers in China, 
this paper would like to serve as reference for the program designers. I argue that the 
identity issue of female sex workers should be considered in these programs. 
Activities like peer group education should be cautiously done in a humble, private 
way, not in a way that may catch public attention. The anonymity of female sex 
workers should be highlighted. Concerned with sex workers' identity issue, it is hard 
to imagine female sex workers' spontaneous organization of unions and leagues, or 
their overt social movement to claim for their own right. Thus scholars and social 
workers should stand for them in gaining human rights and civil rights, and in 
enhancing public acceptance and policy tolerance to help them alleviate 
stigmatization on them. 
The 14 respondents in my research are a small sample and it can not represent 
and cover the countless other trajectories of female sex workers in other areas and 
others who are involved in sex industries in mainland China. What I expect from this 
research is that stories of women shown in this paper can serve as a special angle to 
cast light on the great transformation taking place in China. Identity study is not 
minor issues, but an effective way to see how macro structure molds individuals and 
how individuals response and react. Female sex workers in my research are all from 
lower-class and their work of seeking the meaning of selves are examples of 
individual's faith loss, identity crisis, and meaning perplex in an era full of 
temptations and vicissitudes, in a country undergoing social reform. 
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